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In  memoriam d lle c t ls s lm a in  m a t r ls j  
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A;: j  ; A'  - g ' f  >_____. ______1:________ ........................................... . " ' . ' y -
I ,  G i l l i a n  C loke , hereby c e r t i f y  th a t  t h i s  th e s is ,  w h ich  i s  
a p p ro x im a te ly  60 ,0 0 0  words in  le n g th , has been w r i t t e n  by me, th a t  i t  
i s  the  re c o rd  o f  w ork c a r r ie d  o u t by me and th a t  i t  has no t been 
su b m itte d  in  any p re v io u s  a p p l ic a t io n  f o r  a h ig h e r degree.
da te  P . . . .  s ig n a tu re  o f ca nd id a te  .................................................... '
I  was a d m itte d  as a re se a rch  s tu d e n t under O rd inance  No. 12 in  
O ctobe r, 1986 and as a ca n d id a te  f o r  the  degree o f  M. P h i l .  (Mode A) 
in  O ctober, 1986; th e  h ig h e r s tudy  fo r  which t h i s  i s  a re c o rd  was 
c a r r ie d  o u t in  th e  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  S t. Andrews between 1986 and 1990.
d a te  , .^ .0 . . . .  s ig n a tu re  o f c a n d id a te ..........................................
I  hereby c e r t i f y  th a t  the  ca n d id a te  has f u l f i l l e d  th e  c o n d it io n s  o f  
th e  R e s o lu t io n  and R e g u la tio n s  a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  the  degree o f  M. P h i l ,  
(Mode A) in  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  S t. Andrews and th a t  the  ca nd id a te  i s  
q u a l i f ie d  to  subm it t h i s  th e s is  in  a p p l ic a t io n  f o r  th a t  degree.
da te  À . . . . .  s ig n a tu re  o f s u p e r v is o r .......................................... ..
In  s u b m itt in g  t h i s  th e s is  to  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  S t. Andrews I
unders tand  th a t  I  am g iv in g  p e rm iss io n  f o r  i t  to  be made a v a i la b le  f o r  
use in  accordance w ith  th e  re g u la t io n s  o f  the  U n iv e r s i t y  L ib ra r y  fo r  
the tim e  be ing  in  fo r c e ,  s u b je c t to  any c o p y r ig h t  ve s te d  in  the  w ork
n o t be ing  a f fe c te d  th e re b y . I  a ls o  understand  th a t  the  t i t l e  and
a b s tra c t  w i l l  be p u b lis h e d , and th a t  a copy o f  the  w ork may be made
and s u p p lie d  to  any bona f id e  l i b r a r y  o r resea rch  w o rke r.
da te       s ig n a tu re  o f ca nd id a te
Abst r a c t
The r o le  o f  women in  th e  e a r ly  Church has been th e  s u b je c t o f a 
g re a t deal o f  in te r e s t  in  re c e n t tim e s , w ith  both  fe m in is ts  and those  
re p re s e n t in g  a more t r a d i t i o n a l  o u t lo o k  c la im in g  s u b s ta n t ia t io n  fo r  
th e o r ie s  on the  one hand o f  th e  a l ie n a t io n  and 'd e - n a tu r iz in g ' o f  women 
o f  consp icuous p ie ty ,  on th e  o th e r o f  t h e i r  u s e fu l a s s im ila t io n  w i t h in  a 
c a r in g  p a t r i s t i c  o u t lo o k .  T h is  th e s is  w i l l  ta ke  an overv iew  o f  women 
from  v a r io u s  rahks  o f  s o c ie ty  p u rs u in g  d i f f e r e n t  ro u te s  to  a c c re d ite d  
’ s a in t l in e s s ’ and assess th e  re le va n ce  o f some o f  these  v iew s .
H o ly women a re  known to  us m a in ly  th rough  th e  v o ic e s  o f  the  Church 
F a th e rs ; b e fo re  o b s e rv in g  la t e r  r e v is io n is t  r h e to r ic ,  a su rvey o f  th a t  
p e r ta in in g  a t  th e  tim e  i s  a p rim a ry  need. The e s c h a to lo g ic a l m e n ta lity  
o f  the  e a r ly  Church coup led  w ith  a need f o r  a p o s t-C o n s ta n t in ia n  
e q u iv a le n t  o f  martyrdom  as th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  u lt im a te  commitment to  
Church over S ta te  to  produce te a c h in g  on the  n e c e s s ity  o f a r e t r e a t  from  
th e  p h y s ic a l and sexua l a spec ts  o f  l i f e .  I  s h a l l  contend th a t  t h is  
p re ach in g  was seen as o f  s p e c ia l a p p l ic a t io n  to  women, by the p e rce ive d  
l i n k  between fem aleness and p h y s ic a l i t y ,  and because o f  the  C hurch ’ s 
t r a d i t i o n  o f  d raw ing  women in to  commitments o f  a n t i - s o c ia l  im p lic a t io n s .
I  s h a l l  co n s id e r how p a t r i s t i c  te a c h in g  d ire c te d  women to  a 
he igh ten e d  awareness o f t h e i r  sexua l s ta tu s ,  and th a t  some sought to  
re d re s s  t h i s  by a b s tin e nce  (e s p e c ia lly  vowed v i r g i n i t y  and widowhood) 
w h ile  o th e rs  sought to  exp ress  t h e i r  p io us  a s p ir a t io n s  w h ile  a c c e p tin g  
fa m ily  l i f e  and burdens. I  s h a l l  examine how c o n s is te n t  was th e  adv ice  
o f p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs , bo th  in t e r n a l ly  and w ith  each o th e r ;  and w hether 
th e  consequences o f t h e i r  p re ach in g  le d  them in to  d i f f i c u l t i e s  w ith  
t h e i r  c o n g re g a tio n s . F u r th e r ,  how e n th u s ia s t ic a l ly  women to o k  to  t h is  
p re a c h in g ; th e  problem s they had w ith  i t ;  and th e  problem s t h e i r  men had 
w ith  those  women in f lu e n c e d  by i t .
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P re face
In  apo logy f o r  o cca s io n a l t r a n s la t io n a l  in c o n s is te n c ie s  in  
the  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  t h i s  w ork, I  can o n ly  say th a t  I  have found  
i t  to  be common to  t h i s  a rea  o f w ork. I  have, b ro a d ly , 
t ra n s la te d  t i t l e s :  the  e x c e p tio n s  be ing  those , such as Clement
o f A le x a n d r ia ’ s paedagogus and S tro mata, where the  o r ig in a l  t i t l e  
i s  more in s t a n t ly  re c o g n is e a b le  and thu s  a f fo rd s  le s s  c o n fu s io n  
( i n  these  cases tha n  The In s t r u c to r  and Mi-Si;el l a n ie s ) ; and those  
such as some o f  John C hrysostom ’ s t r a c t s  whose t i t l e s  a re  e q u a lly  
u n w ie ld y  in  both  languages and e a s ie r  to  a b b re v ia te  in  th e  
o r ig in a l .  P e r io d ic a l t i t l e s  a re  a b b re v ia te d  fo l lo w in g  the  
co n ve n tio n s  o f  ,I ’Année fb l lD lo g iq n e .
I t  i s  a g re a t p le a su re  to  me to  be a b le  to  se t down in  p r in t  
the  deb ts  o f  g ra t i tu d e  I  owe, to  c o lle a g u e s , f r ie n d s  and fa m ily .  
From my fo rm e r s tu d ie s , w hich le d  me to  t h i s  p o in t ,  my deepest 
re s p e c t and a f fe c t io n  a re  o ffe re d  to  M iriam  G r i f f i n  and John 
M atthews, bo th  o f whom have in s p ire d  so many bes ides m y s e lf w ith  
a d e s ire  to  ’ do som eth ing m ore ’ in  t h i s  f i e l d .  Here in  S t. 
Andrew ’ s, my Departm ent has never f a i le d  to  p ro v id e  s u p p o rt, 
humour, sympathy, g o ss ip , and a boot from  beh ind, where needed. 
My g ra t i tu d e  to  G e o ffre y , M iche l and M ich a e l, a ls o  to  John, f o r  
m aking me fe e l th o ro u g h ly  welcome and even u s e fu l in  S w a llo w g a it ; 
and to  T ig , J e n n ife r  and Lynn, w ith o u t whose hard  work and humour 
under f i r e  th e re  would a lm ost be no S w a llo w g a it. The g re a te s t 
debt o f  g r a t i tu d e ,  however, goes to  my s u p e rv is o r .  J i l l  H a r r ie s ’ 
m e tic u lo u s  s c h o la rs h ip  l i f t e d  my a s p ir a t io n s ;  her u n s t in te d  
a s s is ta n c e  l i f t e d  my s p i r i t  a t  tim es  o f  c r i s i s  and u n c e r ta in ty .  
W ith o u t her u n re m it t in g  care I  cou ld  no t have f in is h e d  my 
re s e a rc h : I  c o n s id e r m y s e lf fo r tu n a te  beyond words to  have been
su p e rv ise d  by h e r.
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For p e rson a l s u p p o rt, th e re  i s  no t space to  m en tion  
everyone : bu t deep thanks must go to  some in  p a r t ic u la r .  To
K a tie  and Ange la  f o r  a f fe c t io n a te  fo rbe a ra nce  w ith  ny woes when 
the y  had so many o f  t h e i r  own; to  D avid and C h r is t in e  f o r  t h e i r  
p a r t i c u la r  brand o f  i n t e l l i g e n t  sympathy (w ith  e s p e c ia l g ra t i tu d e  
to  the  p ro o f- re a d in g  h a l f  o f  th a t  rem arkab le  p a r tn e rs h ip ) ;  to  
M a rie -L o u is e  and John f o r  warm n u rtu ra n ce  d u r in g  th e  f i n a l  
s ta g e s ; to  Andrew, M ike, John, J u l ia n  and p a r t i c u la r ly  Sharon, 
because everybody needs good N e ighbou rs ; to  Sophie and J u l ia ,  f o r  
in s p i r a t io n ,  and f o r  be ing  th e re  when needed. Above a l l  to  my 
c o lle a g u e , S c o t t ie ,  who ke p t me sane and i n s t i l l e d  in  me a l i t t l e  
o f  each o f  h is  hum an ity , h is  sense o f p ro p o r t io n ,  and h is  G a e lic .
My fa m ily  have borne p a t ie n t ly  w ith  me d u r in g  what must have 
seemed an in te rm in a b le  tim e . Thanks go to  my adored B ig  
B ro th e rs , Jon and G e o ff, who have been in s p ire d  to  e m u la tio n  o f  
such an o b v io u s ly  e n v ia b le  e x is te n c e . ’ The e ld e s t have borne 
m o s t’ : t h i s  w ork owes i t s  e x is te n c e  to  th e  f a i t h  and s u p p o rt o f
my fa th e r  and s te p -m o th e r, Malcolm and Roz. I t  owes i t s  
in s p i r a t io n  to  th re e  warm ly in d o m ita b le  s is t e r s :  L in d y ;  J a c k ie ;
and, above a l l .  Daphne, f o r  me the  v e ry  f i r s t  ’ s tro n g  woman o f  
th e  C hurch ’ ; to  whose memory i t  i s  lo v in g ly  d e d ic a te d .
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A b b re v ia t io n s
AJAH Am erican J o u rn a l .o f A n c ie n t H is to ry
i lB i  C la ss i ca l  P h ilo lo g y
£ IL  Corpus ln gcr.ip .ti.oapp  la t im m m
EH V a r io u s  a u th o rs . E c c le s ia s t ic a l  E l s t o n
ESAR An Economic S u n c y  s L  A n c ie n t Bfifflêf ed. Tenney Frank Ac.
EH H is to r la  Monacbor.um i n  A figyp te .
JAAR Journal of ih e  American Academy o f Religion
JÎBE Journal p t R.om&n Etndie-S
ilS  Journal jof Theolo g ical  Ætadie.a
LE P a l la d iu s ,  L a u s la c  H is to ry
PBSR P roceed ings o f  th e  B r i t i s h  Academy
EG. P a tro lo g ia  firaeca» ed, Migne
PL Patrologia Latina, ed. Mlgne
SPCK S o c ie ty  f o r  th e  P rom otion  o f  C h r is t ia n  Knowledge
EG Sources .Chr.d.tifijinê-S
Patrlstlo p#ro#ptiv#%#### th# iouroii mmd
T h is  th e s is  w i l l  assess th e  w o rk . In f lu e n c e  and im portance  o f  th e  
women o f  th e  4 th  -  5 t h  c e n tu r ie s  who were in s p ire d  by th e  p l e t i s t i c  
te n d e n c ie s  o f  t h e i r  age. We w i l l  be o b se rv in g  them s p e c i f i c a l l y  from  
th e  v ie w p o in t o f  th e  p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs *  n o t in g  frcm i the se  th e  k in d  o f  I
r h e to r ic  addressed t o  women’ s c o n d it io n ,  models p o s ite d  f o r  Im i ta t io n ,  
exempla fro m  p e rsona l expe rie n ce  and assessments o f  w he the r and how 
women l iv e d  up to  th e  p ro je c te d  Id e a ls .  That t h i s  w i l l  be cons ide re d  
th ro u g h  th e  medium o f  th e  Church F a the rs  i s  som ething o f  a n e c e s s ity :  
what these  women w ro te  o f  them se lves has n o t s u rv iv e d , though some o f  
th e  w r i te r s  p u rp o r t  t o  be u s in g  t h e i r  w ords. The o n ly  sources 
u n d is p u ta b ly  by women fro m  t h i s  p e r io d  a re  f a i r l y  p e r ip h e ra l in  t h e i r  
u s e fu ln e s s  to  t h i s  to p ic *  The Cento o f  F a lto n ia  B e t i t i a  Proba, a 
d e v o t io n a l poem o f  m a in ly  l i t e r a r y  in t e r e s t ,  th e  P ilg r im a g e  o f  E g e rla , 
w h ich  p ro v id e s  a h e lp fu l  p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  a r is t o c r a t ic  devotee in  a c t io n  
a t  an is o la te d  p o in t  in  h e r l i f e  [1 3 , and th e  M artyrdom  o f  S t. C yp ria n  
by E udocia , n o t lo n a l ly  a t  le a s t  o f  h is to r le a l/h a g io g ra p h ic a l in t e n t ,  b u t 
about as r e l ia b le  f o r  th e  purposes o f  to d a y ’ s h is to r ia n  as th e  H is to r la  
Augusta. T h is  be ing  so, one has m a in ly  th e  cop ious  b u t te n d e n tio u s  
w r i t in g s  o f  th e  male a u th o rs  in  o rd e r t o  t r y  and g a in  an u nd e rs ta n d in g  
o f  th e  l o t  o f  women, th e  l im i t a t io n s  o f  w h ich  a re  s e lf - e v id e n t .  Thus, 
w h ile  an a tte m p t w i l l  be made to  d is c e rn  th e  r e a l as opposed to  th e  
a t t r ib u te d  m o tive s  o f  th e  women concerned and w h ile  we w i l l  examine 
t h e i r  p r a c t ic a l  a p p lic a t io n s  o f  t h e i r  v o c a tio n s , s e t them in  th e  c o n te x t 
o f  t h e i r  s o c ia l m i l ie u  and c o n s id e r th e  v a r io u s  p re ssu res  on them from  
church  and s o c ia l background, n e v e rth e le s s  fu n d a m e n ta lly , a l l  o f  what we 
can deduce is  f i l t e r e d  th rou g h  th e  o u tlo o k  o f  th e  male w r i te r s  and what 
the y  w is h  to  s tre s s  o r  f a l l  t o  t e l l  us . Any d i r e c t  q u e s tio n  o f  what 
women r e a l l y  th o u g h t o f  what t h ^  d id  i s  s e l f - f r u s t r a t in g *  even when 
c o n s id e r in g  what can be le a m e d  in a d v e r te n t ly ,  frcm  the  ways in  w h ich
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they succeeded th a t  s u rp r is e d  th e  p a t r i s t i c  w r i te r s ,  o r how they  f a i le d ,  
one is  s t i l l  b a t t l in g  a mass o f  p a t r i s t i c  p re s u p p o s it io n s  th a t  tend  to  
re n de r any sense o f  o b je c t i v i t y  la r g e ly  s p u r io u s . The best e f fe c ts  can 
be ach ieved  by ju x ta p o s in g  w ith  th e  c le r ic a l  r h e to r ic  s o c ia l ev idence , 
a t te s te d  in  le g a l docum en ta tion  and e p ig ra p h ic  m a te r ia l,  to  come up w ith  
a more o v e r a l l  p ic tu r e .  The le g a l sources, though e q u a lly  a l l  by men, 
a re  more re p re s e n ta t iv e  o f the  o v e ra ll s o c ia l p ic tu r e  and more 
ade q ua te ly  convey fa c to r s  such as th e  p ressure  on th e  more a c t iv e  and 
outspoken o f these  women; b u t f o r  the  a c tu a l d e ta i l  o f  th e  l iv e s  o f  
p io u s  women o f  these c e n tu r ie s  we shou ld  remember a t a l l  tim e s  th a t  we 
are  in t e r p r e t in g  what the  F a th e rs  re p o r te d  women as d o in g  in  response to  
what th e  F a the rs  a dv ised  them to  do.
The o n ly  o u ts ta n d in g  e x c e p tio n  to  t h i s  g e n e ra l i ty  is  in  th e  
Apophtegmata Pa.trifflL, th e  anonymously w r i t t e n  c o l le c t io n s  o f  the  Sayings 
o f the  D ese rt F a th e rs , w h ich , amongst the  c o l le c te d  wisdom o f a m yriad , 
f re q u e n t ly  anonymous, c o e n o b ite s  and e re m ite s , in c lu d e  what p u rp o r t  to  
be the  te a c h in g s  o f  th re e  women, in  t h e i r  own re p o r te d  speech. W h ile  
m aking i t  c le a r  a t  le a s t  th a t  th e re  were women in  th e  d e s e r t ,  w ith  
sa y ings  a t t r ib u te d  to  them w h ich  were though t w o rthy  o f in c lu s io n  in  the  
c o l le c t io n s ,  t h is  ev idence  needs i t s  own ca ve a t; as o ra l t r a d i t io n s  
t ra n s m it te d  to  w r i t t e n  m em oria ls  o f  C o p tic , S y r ia c , Aram aic, Greek and 
( la t e r )  L a t in  o r ig in s  by c o p y is ts  who 'd id  n o t re g a rd  them se lves as 
bound to  t r a n s fe r  any w r i t t e n  m a te r ia l th a t  they had w ith o u t change ’ , 
w ith  a premium p laced  on s p i r i t u a l  e d i f i c a t io n  over h is t o r ic a l  
a u th e n t ic i t y  -  ’w r i t t e n  to  answer the  q u e s tio n  in  th e  m ind o f  the  
re a d e r, ”Why am I  t o ld  t h i s ? ”  n o t th e  q u e s tio n  "How d id  t h i s  come 
a b o u t? ” ’ [ 2 ] ,  the  S ayings o f  the  F a th e rs  a re  f r u s t r a t in g  as o f te n  as 
they a re  i l lu m in a t in g  and to  be used w ith  ca re . The v o ic e s  o f  th e  women 
re p o r te d  by them are  s u f f i c i e n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  and have enough in c id e n ta l 
pe rsona l d e ta i l  to  seem to  be re a son a b ly  re p re s e n ta t iv e ;  bu t
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’ a u th e n t ic i t y *  i s  a w i l l - o ’ - th e -w is p  q u a l i t y  when a p p lie d  to  w r i t in g s  
em anating from  the  d e s e r t .
H oly women were a f re q u e n t source o f  in s p i r a t io n  to  C h r is t ia n  
w r i te r s  o f th e  4 th  and 5 th  c e n tu r ie s  and were w e ll obse rved , from  the 
c e n t r a l ly  i n f lu e n t ia l  a s c e t ic s  o f  Rome in  t h e i r  A ve n tin e  e y r ie s  to  th e  
extrem e e re m it ic  te n d e n c ie s  o f  the  d e s e rt m o the rs . I n d iv id u a l ly  em inent 
women a t t r a c te d  even w id e r docum en ta tion . When O lym pias tu rn s  her back 
on s e c u la r g lo r y  and combats the  e s ta b lis h m e n t on b e h a lf o f  Chrysostom , 
we hear o f i t  from  two E c c le s ia s t ic a l h is to r ia n s  as w e ll as from  her 
anonymous h a g io g ra p h e r, P a l la d iu s ,  and C hrysostom ’ s own le t t e r s .  [ 3 ] 
When M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r le a v e s  fa m ily ,  f r ie n d s ,  and th e  c e n tre  o f the  
c i v i l i s e d  w o rld  in  fa v o u r o f  s e lf - im m o la t io n  in  P a le s t in e ,  we have the  
v o ic e s  o f  P a lla d iu s ,  Jerome and P au lin u s  o f  N o la  as w itn e s s  [ 4 ] ;  on 
Proba, A n ic ia  J u lia n a  and D em etrias we have Jerome, A ug u s tine  and 
P e la g iu s . The presence o f  these  women genera ted  sermons and h o m ilie s , 
on them and to  them, in s p ir a t io n a l  w orks, com m entaries and e xeg e s is , 
h is to r ie s ,  V ita e ,  and, o f te n  most re v e a lin g ,  l e t t e r s .
The f i r s t  o bv iou s  c a te g o r iz a t io n  we can make o f  w r i te r s  about women 
i s  th a t  o f  th e  mai^y who can o f f e r  the  o b s e rv a tio n s  o f  c lo s e  persona l 
r e la t io n s  w ith  fem a les  o f consp icuous p ie ty  ; many o f  th e  em inen t w r i te r s  
and male s a in ts  o f  th e  p e r io d  seem to  have t h e i r  p ie ty  in s p ire d ,  
r e f le c te d ,  o r indeed d ire c te d  by a s is t e r ,  a m o the r, an aun t o f 
s im i la r ly  d e v o t io n a l d is p o s i t io n .  P ie ty  seems to  beget p ie ty  in  c e r ta in  
fa m i l ie s  in  o u r f i e l d  o f  s u rv e y ; the  w r i te r s  so s tu d ie d  a l l  too  
f re q u e n t ly  acknowledge th e  ben ign in f lu e n c e  o f  a devout fem a le  r e la t iv e .
A ug u s tine , one o f  th e  most p r o l i f i c  and i n f l u e n t i a l  w r i t e r s  o f th e  
fo u r th  c e n tu ry , had h is  p u r s u it  o f  persona l p ie ty  dogged by fe m in in e  
in f lu e n c e .  H is  tre a tm e n t o f  h is  m o th e r’ s l i f e  in  h is  C o n fe ss io n s , and 
h is  f u r th e r  re fe re n c e s  to  her in f lu e n c e  in  more g en e ra l works o f
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th e o lo g y  such as De B eata  V i ta  and De Ordiu e  a re  un ique f o r  the  c le a r  
l i g h t  in  w h ich  they  show h is  p ie ty  as r e la t iv e  to  h e rs  and he r in f lu e n c e  
as th e  d e c id in g  fa c to r  in  h is  c a p i tu la t in g  to  h is  v o c a t io n . G regory o f 
Nazianzus was a n o th e r c le r i c  c re a te d  by th e  a m b itio n  o f a fo rm id a b le  
m o the r; in  a l l  h is  w r i t in g s  on th e  p e rso n a l, Nonna has a p rom inen t 
p la ce , d e c id in g  the  o r d in a t io n  o f h is  fa th e r  and h im s e lf  and the  main 
in f lu e n c e  in  h is  accoun t o f  h is  s i s t e r ’ s s u p e r io r  p ie ty  a ls o . In  th e  
case o f  G regory o f  Nyssa, the  s is t e r  was the  s tro n g  in f lu e n c e ,  on the  
m other a lo n g  w ith  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  fa m ily ;  he re la te d  o f he r in  h is  JL ife  
o f  I fe iï r i i ia  how she bore th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  f o r  h is  c le r ic a l i z a t io n  and 
th a t  o f  h is  b ro th e rs , B a s i l  o f  Caesarea and P e te r, bes ides t r a in in g  her 
m other in  th e  r e l ig io u s  l i f e ,  f i n a l l y  in s t i t u t i n g  a convent a lo n g  w ith  
h e r s e lf .  H is  manner in  th e  L i f e  when t r e a t in g  o f  her in t e l le c t u a l  and 
s p i r i t u a l  app a ra tu s  ve rg es  on the  a w e -s tru ck ; and in  her c o u n s e ll in g  to  
h is  v o c a t io n  a re  t e l l i n g  echoes o f the  ’ b ig  s i s t e r ’ whom he s t i l l  seems 
to  co n s id e r v e ry  much h is  in t e l le c t u a l  s u p e r io r .
O ther sources w ith  fem a le  r e la t iv e s  e m in e n tly  s u ita b le  f o r  s im i la r  
e u lo g iz a t io n  a re  le s s  h e lp fu l .  John Chrysostom , possessed o f a m other 
w ith  a ta le n t  f o r  d raw ing  encomiums on th e  s u p e r io r  q u a l i t y  o f  C h r is t ia n  
motherhood o u t o f even n o ta b ly  m is o g y n is t ic  pagans [ 5 ]  w r i te s  o n ly  
in c id e n ta l ly  and im p ro v in g ly  o f  Anthusa and emphasizes how in  c e r ta in  
re s p e c ts  he r concern  f o r  him overcame her p ie ty ;  she t r ie d  to  p reven t
him  becoming a p r ie s t .  Ambrose’ s few e x ta n t l e t t e r s  to  h is  s is t e r
M a rc e ll in a  t e l l  us a lm ost n o th in g  about h e r, s e rv in g  o n ly  to  e n l ig h te n  
us as to  Ambrose’ s s i t u a t io n ;  though in  t h i s  c o n n e c tio n  i t  i s  w o rth  
o b s e rv in g  th a t  the  o th e rw is e  more h e lp fu l A ug u s tine  has a s im i la r ly  
unregarded and b a re ly  a t te s te d  s is t e r  (and a c c o rd in g  to  some t r a d i t io n s ,  
tw o ) ; we know th a t  he c o n s tru c te d  a r u le  f o r  a convent run  by he r bu t we 
do no t even know her name. P au linus  o f  N o la  i s  ve ry  n e a r ly  as
f r u s t r a t in g ;  u s e fu l ly  r e la te d  as he was to  M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r and w ith  a
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w ife ,  T h e ra s ia , no ted  f o r  h e r d e v o tio n , he was n o n e th e le ss  a w r i t e r  more 
concerned w ith  l i t e r a r y  s ty le ,  th e o lo g ic a l n ic e t ie s  and h is  p a tro n  s a in t  
th a n  w ith  p re s e rv in g  a fa c tu a l account o f h is  l i f e  and tim e s , and h is  
u s e fu ln e s s  as a h is t o r ic a l  w itn e s s  i s  l im i t e d .  Yet in  le t t e r s  to  
S u lp ic iu s  S everus, f o r  in s ta n c e , he g ive s  us a h e lp fu l account o f 
M e la n ia ’ s v i s i t  to  h im , s u b je c t to  th e  l im i t a t io n s  o f  h is  t r e a t in g  o f  
the  o cca s io n  in  a t r a d i t i o n a l  manner c a lc u la te d  to  do ju s t ic e  to  the  
jd ig n i ia s  shown to  h is  fa m ily  by t h is  o ld - s t y le  v i s i t a t i o n .  On th e  p ious 
women more in t im a te ly  connected  w ith  him, he is ,  u n fo r tu n a te ly  even more 
r e t ic e n t ;  d e n y in g  us, f o r  in s ta n c e , th e  o p p o r tu n ity  o f  an in -d e p th  s tudy  
o f  h is  c o n t in e n t m a rria g e  w ith  ’ the  T anaqu il o f  o u r t im e s ’ , T h e ra s ia . 
However he d rops enough sm a ll item s in to  c e r ta in  o f  h is  l e t t e r s  and h is  
poems to  make them u s e fu l.
O the rs  w ro te  from  th e  p o s i t io n  o f  be ing  an a d m ire r o r fo l lo w e r  o f  a 
n o ta b le  h o ly  woman. Some w ro te  from  the  p o s i t io n  o f a d v is o r  to  devout 
fem a le  s a t e l l i t e s ,  to  co un se l, admonish and p ra is e  them, to  t h e i r  
f u r th e r  renown. A ugus tine  co u rte d  n o ta b le  C h r is t ia n  women such as 
Proba, her daugh te r A n ic ia  J u lia n a  and g ra n d -d a ug h te r D em etrias  and used 
them as so u n d in g -b o a rds  f o r  v a r io u s  o f h is  im p ro v in g  addresses. He 
a tte m p ted  to  do th e  same th in g  w ith  M e lan ia  J u n io r  and her m other 
A lb in a , and h is  f a i l u r e  so to  do provoked some o f the  more in te r e s t in g  
and re v e a lin g  l e t t e r s  about h is  r e la t io n s  w ith  h is  c o n g re g a tio n  as w e ll 
as w ith  th e  a r is to c r a c y .  John Chrysostom is  as f u l l  o f  u n f u l f i l l e d  
prom ise in  t h i s  re s p e c t as in  th e  sphere o f f a m i l ia l  in fo rm a tio n .  We do 
n o t have from  him any account o f  h is  r e la t io n s  w ith  the numbers o f 
la d ie s  em inent in  b i r t h  and s p i r i t u a l i t y  who surrounded him in  
C o n s ta n tin o p le . The p a r t ia l  e x c e p tio n  t h i s  was O lym pias, h is  f r ie n d ,  
p ro v id e r  and d is c ip le ,  who was so in f lu e n t ia l  and in s tru m e n ta l to  him 
and many o th e r  b ishops  o f  th e  E as te rn  church . That she was im p o rta n t to
him  we may deduce from  th e  w itn e s s  o f  o th e r w r i t e r s  who t e s t i f y  to  h is
s p i r i t u a l  and m a te r ia l dependence on he r, bu t h is  le t t e r s  to  h e r, though 
in d u b ita b ly  in d ic a t iv e  o f a h ig h  and even e m o tio n a l re g a rd  a re  n o t a 
reasoned account o f  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip ,  such as we g a in  from  o th e r 
w r i te r s  in  c lo se  p ro x im ity  to  o u ts ta n d in g  women.
One o f  th e  most h e lp fu l and in fo rm a tiv e  o f  th e  F a the rs  w ith  re g a rd  
to  names, n a r ra t iv e  d e ta i ls  and s ta tu s e s  o f  p io us  women o f h is  day was, 
i r o n ic a l l y  enough, one who most o fte n  and s t r id e n t ly  doubted t h e i r
c a p a c ity  f o r  s p i r i t u a l i t y  (d e s p ite  be ing  su rrounded by some o f  the  most 
fe r o c io u s ly  a s c e t ic  fem a les o f  the  a g e ): th e  p ro b le m a tic  Jerome,
Around Jerome we f in d  a la rg e  c i r c le  o f  women to  whom he w r i te s  and
makes re fe re n c e  and h is  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  whom he i s  fo rc e d  to  defend
a g a in s t the  scanda lous tongues o f Roman s o c ie ty  g o ss ip -1 o v e rs . The 
m a jo r ity  o f in fo rm a t io n  about these  comes from  Jerom e’ s e x te n s iv e  and 
v i v id l y  in fo rm a t iv e  l e t t e r s ;  both  from  th e  more workaday le t t e r s  o f 
w hich M a rc e lla  re c e iv e d  so many, and those o f  a more r h e to r ic a l  n a tu re , 
o f  e x h o r ta t io n  o r c o n s o la t io n  o r a d m o n itio n . LeJttejc 22 to  Eustochium  on 
th e  V i r g in ’ s p ro fe s s io n , and L e t t e r  54 to  F u r ia  on th e  du ty  o f re m a in in g  
a widow, a re  each more a b roadsheet a d v e r t is in g  h is  stance on v i r g i n i t y  
and widowhood; L e t t e r  77, to  Oceanus about th e  death  o f  F a b io la , a k in d  
o f  t e x t  e x e rc is e  in  c o n s o la t io n  in  C h r is t ia n  im i ta t io n  o f the  s to ic
Roman se t p ie ces  in  such an e v e n tu a li ty .  In  h is  le t t e r s ,  more
i l lu m in a t in g  in  t h e i r  p ass ion a te  r h e to r ic  o f  v i tu p e r a t io n  and
s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n  th a n  those  o f  any o f th e  o th e r F a th e rs , we have
Jerom e’ s account o f P a u la ’ s severance w ith  he r fa m ily  and her
commencement o f  a l i f e  o f  a s c e tic is m  a lo n g s id e  h im : a contem porary
e ye -w itn e ss  ( a lb e i t  w ith  an axe to  g r in d )  to  a noblewoman’ s e xp e rie n ce  
o f the  road to  a s ces is  th rou g h  adverse peer and fa m ily  p re ssu re  and 
th rough  pe rsona l tra g e d ie s  such as the  lo s s  o f  he r e ld e s t daughte r 
B le s i l l a ,  a rg u a b ly  a v ic t im  o f  her own a s c e t ic  fe r v o u r .  Jerome is  
s im p ly  in te re s te d  in  women, p o s s ib ly  in  response to  t h e i r  in te r e s t  in
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him ; the  number o f  fem a le  a d m ire rs  and fo l lo w e r s  a t te s te d  is  n o t 
c o in c id e n ta l.  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  f in d  p a r a l le ls  in  o th e r w r i te r s  w ith  
such ite m s  as h is  lo n g  and d e ta i le d  l e t t e r  to  Lae ta  about the  p ro pe r 
C h r is t ia n  u p b r in g in g  f o r  her sm a ll daugh te r (who e v e n tu a lly  ended up a t 
Bethlehem  as E u s to ch iu m 's  successor as the  head o f the  women’ s convent 
Paula and Jerome had in s t i t u t e d )  o r  h is  l e t t e r  to  P a ca tu la  on fe m in in e  
t r a in in g  f o r  her sm a ll c h i ld ,  o r h is  w h im s ic a lly  g ra c e fu l note  o f  thanks 
to  th e  y o u th fu l Eustochium  f o r  a g i f t  o f  b ra c e le ts ,  doves and c h e r r ie s .  
Nor i s  Jerome a lone  in  u s in g  h is  le t t e r s  as m ere ly  the  excuse f o r  a 
genera l a i r in g  o f  dogma; th e  le t t e r s  o f  these  g re a t men re c e iv e d  o f te n  
as w idespread  an a i r in g  as t h e i r  th e o lo g ic a l t r e a t is e s .  They were p a r t  
o f the  C h r is t ia n  e x p re s s io n  o f the  j ia t io  bene v iv e n d i,  the  Roman 
p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  th e  good l i f e  t ra n s la te d  in t o  term s o f  C h r is t ia n  
d u ty ; the  le t t e r s  a re  in te n s e ly  consc ious o f o b l ig a t io n  and o f  l i t e r a r y  
m e r i t :  w itn e s s  Ambrose, A ug u s tine , Jerome, John Chrysostom , P a u lin u s  o f
N ola , B a s i l o f  Caesarea, fo l lo w in g  Symmachus, P ra e te x ta tu s , M acrob ius 
and L ib a n iu s  in  w r i t i n g  to  t h e i r  la rg e  c i r c l e  o f  acqua in tance  who 
e a g e rly  copy th e  le t t e r s  and pass them on.
B esides g re a t men w r i t i n g  to  s a t e l l i t e  h o ly  women, we have the
w itn e sse s  o f more humble men who were them se lves the  s a t e l l i t e s  o f 
fem ale  lu m in a r ie s ,  w r i t i n g  o f  t h e i r  c lo se  acqua in tance  w ith  these  
s a in t ly  la d ie s .  Such a one w ro te  the  anonymous L i f e  o f  Olympias., 
Deaconess; in  s im i la r  case was G e ro n tiu s , th e  successor o f  M e lan ia  the  
Younger as head o f he r community, who w ro te  h e r L i f& .  These have the  
d isadvan tages  o f  be ing  w r i t t e n  more in  a r re a rs  and a t  a g re a te r  d is ta n c e  
than , f o r  in s ta n c e , G regory o f  Nyssa’ s L i f e  o f  M acrina  o r G regory 
N az ia nzu s ’ b io g ra p h ic a l works on h is  fa m ily ,  in  a d d it io n  to  w h ich , as
hag iog raphy ra th e r  than  b io g ra p h y , they a re  s u b je c t to  a c e r ta in  amount
o f  h is t o r ic a l  re v is io n is m . N onethe less, le a v in g  on one s ide  the
in c re a s in g ly  fo rm u la ic  a t t i t u d e s  d e p ic te d  f o r  t h e i r  s u b je c ts ,  t h e i r
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background i s  h e lp fu l .  O the r w r i t e r s  were ca m p -fo llo w e rs  o f a more 
g ene ra l a p p l ic a t io n ,  c o l le c t in g  scrap -books o f  s a n c t i t y  which in c lu d e  
u s e fu l in fo rm a t io n  on workaday fem ale  p ie ty  a lo n g  w ith  o c c a s io n a lly  
t e l l i n g  cameos o f  some o f  the  c e le b r i t ie s .  The A pophthtegm ata Patrum 
noted above comes in  t h i s  c a te g o ry ; P a lla d iu s  i s  ano the r prim e exam ple. 
W h ile  know ing p e rs o n a lly  many o f th e  most em inent h o ly  men and women 
around d u r in g  h is  s o jo u rn  in  th e  D e se rt he i s  co n te n t t o  g iv e  a 
s p e c ta to r ’ s accoun t ra th e r  th a n  e n te r in g  the  dogm atic l i s t s .  H is  
a ccoun ts  o f Œ iin e n t h o ly  women such as M e la n ia  th e  E ld e r (w ith  whom he 
t r a v e l le d )  and O lym pias in  h is  L a u s ia c  H is to ry  and D ia lo g u a s  a re  
in v a lu a b le  f o r  be ing  le s s  c lo s e ly  in v o lv e d  th a n  some o f our w itn e s s e s ; 
and is  e q u a lly  u s e fu l in  h is  l i t t l e  v ig n e t te s  o f some o f the  more 
o b s c u re ly  devout d e s e rt women who p ra c t is e d  extrem e form s o f  s e l f - d e n ia l  
in  is o la t io n .
A l l  th e  above and many o th e rs  besides c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  g re a t body 
o f e x h o r ta to ry  l i t e r a t u r e  w h ich  p ro v id e s  us w ith  y e t  more m a te r ia l f o r  
c o n s id e ra t io n .  V i r t u a l l y  every C h r is t ia n  th in k e r  o f any note  f e l t  
c o n s tra in e d  to  add h is  v o ic e  in  the debate over c o n tin e n c e . Most 
g a llo p e d  in to  prose over v i r g i n i t y ;  F o llo w in g  T e r t u l l i a n ’ s s t r id e n t  
le a d , Ambrose, A u g u s tin e , John Chrysostom , Jerome, G re g o rie s  o f  Nyssa 
and N azianzus, B a s ils  o f  Caesarea and A ncyra , Clement o f A le x a n d r ia , 
M ethod ius a re  ju s t  th e  most n o ta b le . B u t enough t r e a t is e s  e x is t  i n  
d i f f e r e n t  v o ic e s  on widowhood and m a rriag e  to  make a v ia b le  s y n th e s is  o f  
t h e i r  common p o in ts .  Some were p a r t i c u la r l y  a le r t  to  the  p rob lem s; 
bes ides h is  pe rsona l w itn e s s , A u g u s tin e ’ s p re d is p o s it io n  tow ards a 
p o s i t iv e  assessment o f th e  va lu e  o f  fem ale  p ie ty  makes him a v a lu a b le  
c o n t r ib u to r  o f more in d i r e c t  te x tu a l m a te r ia l on th e  assessment o f 
women’ s c o n t r ib u t io n  to  a s c e t ic  s p i r i t u a l i t y  a t  the  t im e . H is  
e x h o r ta t io n s  to  women’ s l o t  a re , as noted  above not empty h o m ilie s  
im pa rted  to  th e  in t e l le c t u a l  a i r ,  but d i r e c t iv e s  w r i t t e n  to  re a l women
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o f h is  a cq u a in ta n ce  se ek ing  h e lp  in  these  re g io n s  o f th e o lo g ic a l 
d is p u te . In  the  case o f  JHe J3o.no V id u i t a t is  and De V i r g in i t a t e  the  women 
concerned a re  a m other and d augh te r we hear o f  s im i la r ly  in d i r e c t l y  from  
o th e r  church  fa th e r s :  A n ic ia  J u lia n a  and h e r daughte r D em e trias , from
th e  ve ry  topm ost ra n k  o f  Roman s o c ie ty  but show ing th e  f a m i l ia l  tendency 
tow ards  a s c e t ic ia a  th a t  i s  a fe a tu re  o f  th e  age. G regory o f  Nyssa 
s im i la r ly  shows h im s e lf  in  p ossess ion  o f  an u nd e rs ta n d in g  o f  women’ s 
issu e s  ga ined  from  a' c lo s e r  p e rs p e c t iv e , in  h is  On V i r g in i t y :  a g e n t le r
w ork th a n  many on t h is  to p ic .  In  e x h o r ta to ry  areas John Chrysostom is  
perhaps u n e xp e c te d ly  h e lp fu l ;  in  On no t M a rry in g  A ga in , On th e  K ind  o f  
Women who ought to  be ta ke n  as W ives, On V i r g in i t y ,  On th e  N e c e s s ity  o f 
G uard ing  V i r g in i t y ,  he take s  a sometimes une xp ec te d ly  p e rc e p tiv e  l in e  on 
the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  encounte red  by h is  fem ale  a d h e re n ts , as he c o n s id e rs  
th e  is su e s  o f  th e  debate over the  powers o f  women w i th in  th e  church and 
t h e i r  t ro u b le s  over c e lib a c y .  In c id e n ta l ly  t h i s  tendency a lso  crops up 
in  o th e rs  o f  h is  works n o t addressed to  the  g e n e ra l i ty  o f women; in  h is  
more pe rsona l L e t te r  to  a Young Widow and in  p o r t io n s  o f  On th e
P rie s th o o d  and v a r io u s  o f  h is  h o m ilie s . Ambrose i s  ano the r who i s  more
h e lp fu l  in  th e o r e t ic a l  m a tte rs  than  p e rso n a l, c o n t r ib u t in g  h o m ilie s  on 
v i r g i n i t y  and widowhood.
In  a d d i t io n  to  th e  h ig h ly  p e rs o n a liz e d  c o n t r ib u t io n s  o f  these men, 
we have more anonymous and g e n e ric  ev idence about the  issu e s  ra is e d  by 
fem ale  d e v o tio n s  in  th e  v a r ie ty  o f te a c h in g  documents abound ing from  
t h is  p e r io d ;  th e  Teach ing  o f  the  A p o s tle s , Church O rder, th e  A p o s to lic  
C o n s t i tu t io n s  and Canons, to  say n o th in g  o f  the  canons o f  th e  v a r io u s  
church c o u n c ils .  As w ith  th e  law o f the  la n d , these  are e lo q u e n t about
what th e  r e c ip ie n ts  were d o in g  am iss, p a r t i c u la r l y  where th e re  is
re in fo rc e m e n t and r e p e t i t io n ;  and a re  sometimes a u s e fu l in d e x  to  cases 
o f  th e  F a th e rs  b e ing  o v e r -e n th u s ia s t ic  about th e  c a p a c ity  o f  t h e i r  
p ro te g es  f o r  m in is t r y .
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The tre a tm e n t o f  women’ s concerns by men co u ld  be done w ith  g re a t 
sympathy and d is c r e t io n ,  depending on the  a u th o r . A u g u s tin e ’ s 
p re d is p o s it io n s ,  w h ile  te n d in g  to  make him take  a s l i g h t l y  h e c to r in g  
tone  in  the  d is c o u rs e s  on a b s t ra c t  s u b je c ts ,  m a rria g e , widowhood and so 
on, mean th a t  in  th e  p a r t i c u la r  he i s  more p l ia b le  and warm w ith  h is  
fem a le  s u b je c ts .  M onica, p a in te d  in  l i v e l y  c o lo u rs  w herever she 
appears, i s  made to  exp ress  s u rp r is e  in  de O rd ine  th a t  a woman’ s words 
shou ld  be re co rd ed  in  such a d is c o u rs e ; bu t in  th e  S o c ra t ic  atm osphere 
o f de B eata  V i t a  she se rves as a u s e fu l f o i l  f o r  A ugu s tine  when, w ith  
c h a r a c te r is t ic  b lu n tn e s s  and d e te rm in a tio n , she compels him to  e x p la in  
f u l l y  a n y th in g  she (and by im p l ic a t io n  th e  u n tra in e d  m ind in  th e  
a ud ie n ce ) does n o t u n d e rs ta n d . [ 6 ] I t  i s  i l lu m in a t in g  to  c o n tra s t  
G regory o f Nyssa humbly a c c o rd in g  M acrina  the  c e n t ra l ,  p h i ls o p h e r ’ s r o le  
in  t h e i r  S o c ra t ic  d ia lo g u e  on the  o r ig in  and f i n a l  home o f the  sou l a t  
her deathbed. Endowed w ith  a g re a t c a p a c ity  f o r  h e ro -w o rs h ip  o f  h is  
fo rm id a b le  fa m ily ,  G re g o ry 's  tre a tm e n t o f them is  a lso  in fo rm a t iv e  in  
i t s  d if fe re n c e s ;  ’M acrina  i s  b rough t near bv a b io g ra p hy , B a s il is  made 
d is ta n t  by a p a n e g y r ic . ’ [ 7 ]  The d if fe re n c e  may r e f le c t  fa m ily  dynam ics; 
i t  i s  more l i k e l y  to  re p re s e n t th e  d if fe re n c e  between what was p rope r in  
the  tre a tm e n t to  a p io u s  m ale, who re p re se n te d  the  p r ie s th o o d , and a 
p io u s  fem a le , however devout and dom inant a s is t e r .
The absence o f  w r i t t e n  ev idence by women i s  no t to  say th a t  the y  
d id  n o t c o n t r ib u te  to  th e  in t e l le c t u a l  l i f e  o f the  p e r io d ; th e  fo rem os t 
C h r is t ia n  women o f the  day in d ic a te d  an advanced le v e l o f awareness o f 
th e  im portance  o f  s c h o la s t ic  and l i t e r a r y  s k i l l s  in  d is s e m in a tin g  
C h r is t ia n i t y .  L i t e r a r i l y  adm ired  women s tu d ie d  and argued on th e o lo g y  
and b ib l i c a l  com m entaries and s tu d ie s ,  o r a s s is te d  e s ta b lis h e d  male 
a u th o r i t ie s ,  as d id  th e  M e la n ia s , M a rc e lla , P aula , Eustochium  and 
O lym p ias. T h e ir  s c h o la r ly  c a p a c it ie s  seem f re q u e n t ly  so p ro d ig io u s  as 
to  astound th e  men who w ro te  o f  them; M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r a c c o rd in g  to
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P a lla d iu s
be ing  v e ry  In d u s tr io u s  and lo v in g  l i t e r a t u r e ,  tu rn e d  n ig h t  
in t o  day, p e ru s in g  eve ry  w r i t i n g  o f  th e  a n c ie n t ccmm entators 
in c lu d in g  3 ,000 ,000  l in e s  o f  O rigen  and 250,000 o f  G regory, 
S tephen, P ie r iu s ,  B a s i l and o th e r  s tanda rd  w r i te r s *  Nor d id  
she read them th rou g h  o n ly  once and c a s u a lly ,  b u t la b o r io u s ly  
went th ro u g h  each book seven o r  e ig h t  t im e s . [ 8 ]
M a rc e lla , Jerome says, asked q u e s tio n s  he found hard  t o  answer and 
c o rre c te d  p r ie s ts ,  g iv in g  h e r pronouncements as Je rom e 's  so as n o t to  
o ffe n d , and worked w ith  him  a g a in s t O rigen ism , w r i t i n g  a success ion  o f  
l e t t e r s  c h a lle n g in g  th e  h e r e t ic s  and h e lp in g  to  g e t them condemned. 
Jerome h im s e lf  com p la ins  o f  h e r e x a c tio n s  and demands On h is  own 
a c t i v i t i e s  due to  h e r n e v e r - s a t is f ie d  in t e l le c t u a l  c u r io s i t y .  Paula and 
Eustochium  le a rn e d  Greek and Hebrew to  a s s is t  Jerome in  h is  s tu d ie s ;  
indeed he recommends to  Lae ta  th a t  h e r sm a ll daugh te r be educated in  
G reek, ju s t  as were boys, w i th  s m a ll b r ib e s  to  e x p e d ite  h e r le a rn in g .  
[93 T h is  k in d  o f  le a rn in g  was, i t  seems, what devout women were 
unders tood  to  e xce l in *  th e  l i t e r a c y  w h ich  m igh t be o f  use in  su p p o rt 
o f  men, t r a n s la t in g ,  co p y in g , d is s e m in a tin g  what th e y  them selves m ig h t 
n o t w r i t e .  M e lan ia  th e  Younger was s im i la r ly  famed f o r  h e r ccanm unity's 
in d u s tr io u s  co py ing  and d is s e m in a tio n  o f  te x ts  known f o r  t h e i r  e legance 
and c o rre c tn e s s . [103 There were a tte m p ts  a t  o th e r  genres by women. 
P roba ' s Cento, on th e  o th e r  le v e l ,  a rgues a m assive knowledge o f  V i r g i l  
as w e l l  as o f  th e o lo g y , and th e  w o rk , d e s p ite  Jerom e 's  ha rsh  comments 
[113 ach ieved  a c e r ta in  success as a p o p u la r schoo l t e x t  in t o  th e  m id d le  
ages (and th a t  d e s p ite  G e la s iu s ’ decree o f  496 re le g a t in g  i t  t o  be 
in c lu d e d  in  th e  'a p o c a ly p t ic ' w r i t in g s ,  t o  be used o n ly  f o r  p r iv a te  
re a d in g ) .  E u d o c ia 's  L i f e  o f  S t. C yp ria n  was th e  o n ly  one to  s u rv iv e  o f 
a re p u te d  6 works by h e r , in c lu d in g  p o e t ic  paraphrases o f  th e  O cta teuch  
and o f th e  p r o je t s  D a n ie l and Z a c h a ria s , a paean to  he r husband 's 
v ic t o r y  ove r th e  P e rs ians  in  422 and a Homeric cen to  on th e  l i f e  o f 
C h r is t .
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But women o f  t h is  p e r io d , however l i t e r a t e  and l i t e r a r y ,  d id  n o t, 
i t  seems, comment on what th e y  found around them, and d id  n o t w r i te  
h is to r y .  Nor do t h e i r  undoubted c o n t r ib u t io n s  to  th e  e p is to la r y  rounds 
s u rv iv e .  Jerome, A u g u s tin e  and C hrystostom  p rese rved  co p ie s  o f t h e i r  
o u tg o in g  l e t t e r s  to  these  women, but none o f th e  le t t e r s  th a t  provoked 
t h e i r  r e p l ie s ,  [1 2 ]  The judgem ents on the  tim es  and the p a r t ic ip a n ts  
were made by th e  F a th e rs ; t r a in e d  rh e to rs ,  la w ye rs , p h ilo s o p h e rs  tu rn e d  
C h r is t ia n  th e o r is t s ,  o r sometimes s in c e re  u n d is t in g u is h e d  men j u s t i f i e d  
by in s p ir a t io n .
However f ie r c e  th e  degree w ith  which v iew s on women, o f te n  d e r iv e d  
from  th e  A p o s tle  (v .  C hapte r 2) were h e ld , a g re a t and c o n s ta n t 
d o u b le - th in k  i s  in  ev idence  in  ou r sources w hich needs to  be borne in  
m ind. A l l ,  in c lu d in g  the  s te rn e s t ,  o f th e  fa th e rs ,  w h ile  a c c e p tin g  
a p o s to l ic  te a c h in g  on women as s in f u l  in  n a tu re  so s u b je c t in  w o rsh ip , 
n o n e th e le ss  re s e rv e  th e  r ig h t  to  approve o f c e r ta in  fem ale  exem plars to  
t h e i r  sex ; each knows o f  some paragon o r paragons, un ique in  v i r t u e ,  
a s to n is h in g  in  d e v o tio n , exam ples even to  t h e i r  male c o lle a g u e s . Even 
Jerome, th e  h a r d - l in e r ,  w h ile  b e l ie v in g  th a t  'women a re  burdened by 
s in s ,  c a r r ie d  about by every  w ind  o f d o c tr in e ,  a lw ays le a rn in g  and never 
re a c h in g  knowledge o f  the  t r u t h '  y e t found  so many fem ale  paragons to  
adm ire  and counse l th a t  h is  name became a byword amongst the  
s c a n d a l-se e ke rs  in  Rome, as he b i t t e r l y  com p la ined ; th e  monk who was so 
to rm ented  by she-demons seems to  have been e q u a lly  beset by s h e -s a in ts . 
[133
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M odels f p r  p ie ty  in  a s o c ia l p p n te x t
Womanhood and th e  F a th e rs  : The Imago Dei C o n tro ve rsy
'He f o r  God o n ly ,  she f o r  God in  h im , ' (M ilto n ,  P a rad ise  L o s t 
4 .2 9 9 )
G iven  th a t  our m ain sources f o r  t h is  p e r io d  a re  the  p a t r i s t i c  
a u th o rs , the  f i r s t  a spe c t th a t  needs to  be examined i s  how f a r  th e re  
was a cohe ren t th e o lo g ic a l l i n e  advocated f o r  p io us  women as t h e i r  
ro u te  to  s a lv a t io n ;  what were the  c r i t e r i a  f o r  a c c re d ite d  v i r t u e  in  
women, th e  methods o f  i t s  e x p re s s io n , d is q u a l i f ic a t io n s ,  r a m if ic a t io n s  
and grounds f o r  d is p u te .  T h is  in v o lv e s  a sse ss in g  th e  v a ry in g  
im po rtance  o f  th e  d i f f e r e n t  le v e ls  o f  though t re g a rd in g  th e  id e a l fo r  
p ie ty  in a s fa r  as i t  weighed a g a in s t what m igh t be p ra c t ic a b ly  expected  
from  t h e i r  s i t u a t io n s ;  and how f a r  a l l  o f t h is  a dv ice  i s  in fo rm e d  by 
each w r i t e r 's  pe rsona l p re ju d ic e .
T h e ir  a t t i t u d e s  take  t h e i r  ro o t ,  f i l t e r e d  th rou g h  v a ry in g  
degrees, in ,  f o r  them the  f i r s t  and g re a te s t C h r is t ia n  w r i t e r ,  the  
A p o s tle  P au l. The a m b ig u it ie s  in  Pau l, however, we w i l l  show 
co m p lica te d  f u r t h e r  in n a te  d iv is io n s  in  p a t r i s t i c  a t t i t u d e s .  In  the  
c e n tu r ie s  im m ed ia te ly  fo l lo w in g  th e  le g i t im iz a t io n  o f  th e  church , the  
church a u th o r i t ie s  were se e k in g  more to  d e fin e  and to  q u a n t i fy ,  hence 
th e  im portance  o f  th e  d is t in c t io n s  in  Paul between what was and what 
was no t a commandment; and women in  the  church  in  p a r t ic u la r  were 
s u b je c t to  a g re a t la c k  o f  d e f in i t io n  w ith  re g a rd  to  what p o s it io n s ,  
i f  any, they  co u ld  occupy, and as to  accep ted  modes o f e x p re s s io n  o f  
t h e i r  p ie ty .  Thus, i f  in  th e  s u b -a p o s to lic  p e r io d  th e  tendency was 
f o r  the  e f fe c ts  o f C h r is t ia n  te a c h in g  to  seem to  make women le s s  
h e e d fu l o f  th e  r e s t r i c t io n s  o f  f a m i l ie s ,  u p b r in g in g  and s ta te  in  the  
4 th  and 5 th  c e n tu r ie s  we see th e  same a u th o r i t ie s  used as p a r t  o f  an 
a tte m p t to  "p la c e "  women w i t h in  the  e s ta b lis h e d  e n v iro n s  o f  the
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Church, I t  was in  any case a p e r io d  o f  re in fo rc e m e n t and s e tt le m e n t 
o f  ^ b r y o n ic  e x is t in g  o rg a n iz a t io n s ,  o f  Church C o u n c ils  and Canons and 
the t ro u b le d  a tte m p ts  to  e s ta b l is h  a dom inant and accep ted  o rtho d oxy  
in  th e  a fte rm a th  o f  d iv is iv e  p e rs e c u tio n , w h ich  l e f t  wayward s tra n d s  
such as the  M o n ta n is ts , th e  A r ia n s  and the  D o n a t is ts  unaccounted f o r .
In  t h is  p ro cess , th e  d ic ta  o f Paul on such i r r e g u la r  s i t u a t io n s  
as women m in is te r in g  f o r  the  Church were somewhat le s s  than  c le a r :  * I
do no t p e rm it a woman to  teach  o r to  have a u th o r i t y  over a man' sounds 
f a i r l y  f i n a l  ; i f  i t  were n o t f o r  the  way th a t  he a ls o  accords  Phoebe 
th e  a p p e l la t io n  'd ia k o n o s ' (u n c le a r in  a p p l ic a t io n  in  h is  t im e , bu t 
f u l l  o f  resonance in  the  p e r io d  under c o n s id e ra t io n ) ,  commends 
Tryphaena and Tryphosa as 'fe l lo w - w o r k e r s ' and accords P r i s c i l l a  
precedence ove r A q u i l la  as le a d e rs  o f a house-church  [ 1 ] .  
N one the less , a f t e r  P a u l's  t im e , th e  tendency was to  use appea ls  to  
s c r ip tu r e  in  e f f o r t s  to  d e f in e  women tow ards t h e i r  g re a te r  r e s t r i c t i o n  
in  th e  process o f  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n .  T h is  i s  due to  n o th in g  so s im p le  as 
"m isogyny", m is t r u s t  o f  women, o r a d e s ire  to  r e s t r i c t  t h e i r  
a c t i v i t i e s  on grounds o f  p re ju d ic e .  The process is  much more complex 
and s u b je c t to  many le v e ls  o f  tho u gh t about women; i t  was in f lu e n c e d  
by what s c r ip tu r e s  say o f  women's s u b je c t io n  by o r ig in a l  s in ,  matched, 
c o n tra d ic te d  o r co n firm e d  by c le r ic a l  e xp e rie n ce  o f  woman as the  
te m p ta tio n , th e  problem  or th e  example. Through t h i s  th e  church 
w r i te r s  have to  tre a d  a pa th  to  s o r t  and s e t in  c o n te x t th e  ways in  
w hich th e  k in d s  o f  fem a le  s ta tu s  and ideas  re g a rd in g  them have 
developed in d e p e n d e n tly . A la rg e  p a r t o f  t h is  s tu d y , then , i s  to  lo o k  
a t  th e  in t e r a c t io n  between th e  th e o r e t ic a l v iew s th e  F a the rs  p o s tu la te  
and m o d ify , and the  p r a c t i c a l i t i e s  o f  the  s i t u a t io n .
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The s t a r t in g  p o s i t io n  we shou ld  co n s id e r from  p a t r i s t i c  
a p p l ic a t io n  o f  the  s c r ip tu r e s ,  i s  the  th e o ry  o f  the  n a tu r a l ly  a b je c t  
c o n d it io n  o f  women, advanced to  back up e x h o r ta t io n s  to  women o f  be ing  
a p p ro p r ia te ly  s i le n t  and subm iss ive  in  t h e i r  b eh a v io u r. Much o f  the  
F a th e rs ' consc iousness o f  women as i n f e r io r  members o f  the  Church 
c e n tre s  around the  n o t io n  o f  the  im p e rfe c t p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  women in  
th e  imago d e i,  as expounded by Paul in  I  C o r in th ia n s  11; te x ts  such as 
'th e  head o f  eve ry  man is  C h r is t ,  and th e  head o f  every woman i s  man' 
[2 ]  were ta ke n  to  in d ic a te  th a t  women la c k e d  scane e s s e n t ia l q u a l i t y  
th a t  men shared w ith  the  Godhead.
We le a rn  much about th e  th e o lo g ic a l p o s i t io n  o f  the  women o f  the  
fo u r th  c e n tu ry  in  the  p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs , from  t h e i r  n o tio n s  o f  what 
was wrong w ith  women, and what was r ig h t  w ith  them, and hence t h e i r  
a dv ice  to  t h e i r  v o c a t io n s . The id e a l p ro p e r t ie s  o f  women were seen in  
m odesty, s i le n c e ,  f a i th fu ln e s s  and p u r i t y  ; bu t to  judge from  the  
co n s ta n t r e i t e r a t i o n  o f these  as goa ls  and as n e c e s s it ie s ,  t h is  was 
o f te n  p e rc e iv e d  as n o t be ing  th e  case. For the  F a the rs  a ls o  saw 
womankind as be ing  e s s e n t ia l ly  s in f u l ;  v a in ,  in c o n s ta n t,  d e c e i t f u l ,  
more s u b je c t to  te m p ta tio n . An in te g r a l s c r ip tu r a l  a u th o r ity  b ack ing  
up t h is  s tance  was P a u l's  a lle g e d  f i r s t  l e t t e r  to  T im othy, T h is  has 
some o f th e  most une q u ivoca l s e c tio n s  in  th e  New Testament : such as
the o fte n -q u o te d  ' I  do n o t a llo w  a woman to  teach  o r have a u th o r i t y  
over a man; she must be s i l e n t '  and 'Adam was no t th e  one d ece ive d ; 
i t  was the  woman who was dece ived  and became a s in n e r . '  [ 3 ]  Modern 
b ib l i c a l  s c h o la rs  a re  now in c l in e d  to  r e je c t  th e  a u th o rs h ip  o f  I  
T im othy as b e ing  a t t r ib u t a b le  to  P a u l; [ 4 ]  but to  the  e a r ly  church 
a u th o rs  i t  seemed in d is p u ta b le  evidence from  one o f th e  most 
in c o n t r o v e r t ib le  sources a v a i la b le  to  them o f the  p o s i t io n  o f  women 
w ith  re g a rd  to  th e  church . John C h rysostom 's  commentary on t h is  
l e t t e r  (w ith  w h ich  he seems to  have been n a tu r a l ly  in  sympathy) i s  a
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case in  p o in t ;  he f in d s  n o th in g  to  b a lk  a t  in  the  s e v e r ity  o f  the
supposed pronouncem ents o f  th e  a p o s t le  in  t h i s  case. Women shou ld  be 
s i le n t ,  th e  a p o s t le  r i g h t l y  says, f o r  'th e  sex i s  in  a c e r ta in  way 
lo q u a c io u s ' and 'th e  m ind o f  woman i s  somewhat i n f a n t i l e ' .  Because 
she was dece ive d , 'th e  woman ta u g h t once and f o r  a l l  and upse t 
e v e r y th in g . . . f o r  th e  fem a le  sex i s  weak and v a in ,  and here  t h i s  i s  
s a id  o f  th e  w ho le  s e x '.  P a u lin u s  o f  Nola e x p la in s  the  p r o h ib i t io n  in  
te rm s o f  woman's in n a te  p r id e  and weakness; 'Women a re  fo rb id d e n  to  
teach  in  church , so th a t  t h e i r  s p i r i t s  may n o t be p u ffe d  up and so 
th a t  the y  may no t dare  to  gaze on th e  decrees o f  wisdom and th e n  
secede th rou g h  becoming haughty  w ith  p r id e . ' The exem plary woman 
shou ld  'p r e fe r  fe a r  to  depth  o f  know ledge*. For Ambrose, s im p ly ; 'Ey 
a woman, care e n te re d  the  w o r ld ' though conced ing  'by a v i r g in ,  
s a lv a t io n ' .  [ 5 ]  O the rs  o f  the  fa th e rs ,  such as A u g u s tin e , 
d i f f e r e n t ia t e  between the  woman and th e  l i f e s t y l e ,  and n o ta b ly  th e
sexua l a t t i t u d e ;  bu t f o r  m ost, fo l lo w in g  P au l, women re p re se n te d  the  
d o w n fa ll o f  r a t i o n a l i t y  th rou g h  s e x u a li ty  and were seen as be ing  so
t ie d  to  t h e i r  sexua l n a tu re  th a t  to  renounce i t  was to  become
tan tam oun t to  a t h i r d  sex. Choosing c e lib a c y  broke the  bond o f  t h e i r  
s u b je c t io n  to  o r ig in a l  s in ;  b u t those no t a b le  to  encompass t h is ,  o r 
those  a tte m p t in g  i t  and f a i l i n g  were h e ld  as re p re s e n t in g  an a c tu a l 
danger to  th e  C h r is t ia n  l i f e ;  th e re fo re  any woman was in h e re n t ly  
dangerous, f o l lo w in g  T e r t u l l ia n ;  'you  have been made the sword th a t  
d e s tro y s ' who 'a lth o u g h  you a re  f re e  from  the  a c tu a l crim e, you a re  
n o t f r e e  fro m  the  odium a t ta c h in g  to  i t ' ;  f o r  ' t h a t  o th e r ,  as soon as 
he has f e l t  d e s ire  f o r  you r beauty and has m e n ta lly  a lre a d y  com m itted  
the  deed to  w hich h is  d e s ire  p o in te d , p e r is h e s ',  [ 6 ]
On women, the n , i s  p a r t i c u la r l y  la id  th e  burden o f  a v o id in g  be ing  
the  o cca s io n  o f  le a d in g  o th e rs  to  s in .  The fa th e rs  were em phatic th a t  
i f  a man lu s te d ,  th e  woman a t  th e  ve ry  le a s t  shared th e  blame f o r  h is
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l u s t .  The h a r lo ts  we w i l l  examine in  Chapter 5 who tu r n  to  pen ite nce  
come to  i t  a lm ost in v a r ia b ly  th rou g h  the  agsncy o f  a s tro n g  h o ly  man 
who c o n fro n ts  each w ith  th e  danger she re p re s e n ts  to  th e  so u ls  o f  
o th e rs .  'Why a re  you ca u s in g  th e  lo s s  o f so many s o u ls  so th a t  you 
w i l l  be condemned to  re n d e r an account not o n ly  o f  you r own s in s  but 
o f  th e ir s  as w e l l? '  i s  th e  fo rm u la ic  q u e s t io n ; th e  p e n ite n ce  o f  T h a is , 
Paesia  and p e la g ia  i s  f o r  be ing  th e  agent o f t h e i r  d o w n fa ll more than  
her own. T h is  i s  th e  a t t i t u d e  accepted by th e  anchoress A lexand ra , 
fo rm e r ly  a m a id -s e rv a n t, who t o ld  M e la n ia  th e  E ld e r :  'A man was
d is tre s s e d  in ,m in d  because o f me and, in  case I  shou ld  seem to  a f f l i c t  
o r  d ispa rage  him , I  chose to  take  m yse lf a l iv e  in t o  th e  tomb ra th e r  
than cause a so u l made in  the  image o f  God to  s tu m b le , ' To p re ve n t 
t h is ,  she ' l e f t  th e  c i t y  and shu t h e r s e lf  up in  a tomb, re c e iv in g  th e  
n e c e s s it ie s  o f  l i f e  th rou g h  an open ing , see ing  n e i th e r  men no r women 
face  to  fa ce  f o r  te n  y e a r s '.  Even those l i v i n g  under vows have the  
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f  g u a rd in g  a g a in s t p r e c ip i ta t in g  th e  f a l l  o f  o th e rs :  
th e  nuns a t  H ippo a re  t o ld  by A ug u s tine , 'you  a re  not fo rb id d e n  to  see
men, bu t you must n e i th e r  l e t  you r d e s ire  go o u t to  them, no r w ish  to
be o b je c ts  o f  d e s ire  on t h e i r  p a r t ' .  A s im i la r  l in e  o f th in k in g  is  
seen in  the  h e rm it  H i la r io n 's  cu re  o f a C h r is t ia n  v i r g in  from  s ickn e ss  
re p u te d ly  caused by p ossess ion  put upon her by th e  s p e l ls  o f  a yo u th  
whose advances she had re p e a te d ly  re s is te d .  Her re s is ta n c e  a v a i ls  he r 
l i t t l e  in  h is  eyes: 'he  rep roved  th e  g i r l  when her h e a lth  re tu rn e d ,
f o r  h a v in g  by h e r im p ruden t conduct p e rm itte d  the  d e v i l  to  g a in  
c o n tro l ove r h e r . ' D e s p ite  her o r ig in a l  s te a d fa s tn e s s , he rs  i s  th e  
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  in  h is  eyes. A 'd e vou t and G o d -fe a r in g  v i r g in  o f
s e n a to r ia l ra n k ' was r e v i le d  by the  e re m it ic  Abba A rs e n iu s , from  whom
she had sought e d i f i c a t io n  w h ile  on p ilg r im a g e  fro m  Rome, in  essence 
fo r  coming to  him as a woman: 'How dare you make such a jo u rn e y?  do
you not know th a t  you a re  a woman and cannot go ju s t  anyw here?' The 
A rchb ishop  T h e o p h ilu s , who had been t h e i r  u n su cce ss fu l go-between,
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re in fo rc e d  t h i s :  'Do you n o t r e a l is e  th a t  you a re  a woman and i t  i s
th rough  women th a t  the  enemy wars a g a in s t the  s a in ts ? ' She e v id e n t ly  
had known o f  h is  reason  f o r  re fu s in g  to  see h e r, bu t had in s is te d  on 
go ing  anyway because he r m o tive s  were p u re : ' I  t r u s t  i n  God to  see
h im ; men we have in  ou r town, and I  have come to  see not a man but a 
p r o p h e t . ' B u t even when i t  i s  'a  G o d -fe a r in g  v i r g i n '  v i s i t i n g  an o ld  
man 'dead to  th e  f l e s h '  enough examples o f  these  d is c o v e r in g  th e  
p e r s is te n t  v i t a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  f le s h  were known to  j u s t i f y  h is  a t t i t u d e ;  
th e  woman must bear th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f  t h is  r i s k  and h o ld  h e r s e lf  
in  is o la t io n . *  [73 The a t t i t u d e  is  the same tow ards  the  Agapetae o r 
V irg in e s  s u b in tro d u c ta e  (c o n s id e re d  in  more d e ta i l  in  Chapter 3) and 
t h e i r  monks, those  unm arried  coup les who a d v e r t is e d  them se lves as 
l i v i n g  to g e th e r in  an e n t i r e ly  s p i r i t u a l  u n ion . I f  S c r ip tu re  says 
th a t  men who lu s t  a f t e r  women w ith  t h e i r  eyes have a lre a d y  com m itted  
a d u lte ry  w ith  than in  t h e i r  h e a rts  (M a tt. 5 :2 7 -2 8 ) ,  then  Chrysostom 
e s tim a te s  these  monks must be g u i l t y  o f a thousand a d u lte r ie s  d a i ly ;  
and though both  a re  g u i l t y  in  t h i s  re g a rd , he a s s ig n s  th e  g re a te r  
blame to  the  women, who he a s s e r ts ,  l i k e  p r o s t i tu te s  o r a d u lte re s s e s , 
were re s p o n s ib le  f o r  th e  m an's madness. F u rth e r Jerome in  the  case o f 
the  m other and daugh te r i n  Gaul addressed in  L e t te r  117 s te r n ly  
admonishes th e  daugh te r who i s  l i v i n g  away from  her m other under the  
a e g is  o f a h o ly  man as p la c in g  h e r s e lf ,  and him in  c o n s ta n t 
te m p ta tio n ; 'Why must you l i v e  in  a house where you must d a i ly  
s t ru g g le  f o r  l i f e  and d e a th ? ' She is  to  mend her behav iou r and i f  she 
w i l l  no t p a r t  from  her m en to r, l i v e  o b v io u s ly  d e c e n tly  in  th e  company 
o f h e r m o ther. He even a d v is e s  her not to  w a lk  abroad le s t  she be the  
o cca s io n  o f  l u s t f u l  th o u g h ts  in  o th e rs ;  our sources a re  adamant th a t  
the tho u gh t i s  as s in f u l  as the  deed. [ 8 ]
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Thus th e  need f o r  exaggera ted  m odesty; th e  a p o s t le  aga in
p ro v id in g  the  p a t te rn ;  ’ i f  a woman has lo n g  h a i r ,  i t  i s  he r g lo r y ;
f o r  lo n g  h a ir  is  g iv e n  her as a c o v e r in g ’ , a te x t  f re q u e n t ly  c i te d  by 
the  F a th e rs , the  need f o r  c o v e r in g  e q u a tin g  w ith  fe m in in e  m odesty. 
'S a lv a t io n  c o n s is ts  in  th e  e x h ib i t io n  p r in c ip a l ly  o f  m o d e s ty '. Modest
d ress i s  to  u n d e r lin e  the  d if fe re n c e  between women o f  God and the
r e s t ,  p e rs o m l adornment i s  to  be shunned: 'L e t  yo u r d ress  be n e ith e r
too  neat nor too  s lo v e n ly ;  in  n e ith e r  l e t  i t  be so rem arkab le  as to  
draw th e  a t t e n t io n  o f  p a s s e rs -b y . ' T h is  modesty shou ld  extend  to  the  
v ir tu o u s  woman's en tou rage  as w e l l  as h e r s e l f ;  'som etim es the  tone  o f 
th e  m is tre s s  is  in fe r r e d  from  the  d ress  o f  th e  m a id . ' And in  the  
models o ffe re d  f o r  women to  f o l lo w :  'She whom we a re  p ra is in g  was
unadorned, and th e  absence o f  ornament was beauty to  h e r . ' [ 9 ] Modesty 
shou ld  a lso  be m a n ife s t in  in te r n a l  q u a l i t ie s  as in  ou tw ard  
appearance: p io u s  women shou ld  guard t h e i r  tongues as t h e i r  beau ty .
G regory o f  N a z ia nzu s ' fem a le  r e la t iv e s  were advanced as exem plary in  
th a t  h is  m other, Nonna, 'was th e  k in d  who would sooner conceal 
som eth ing q u i te  p u b lic  than  boast about p r iv a te  m a tte rs  f o r  
v a in g lo r y ' ;  and f o r  h is  s is t e r  G orgpn ia , though th e  men around her 
a p p a re n tly  're g a rd e d  he r counse ls  and a d v ice  as a law  n o t to  be 
b ro k e n ',  s t i l l  'who was le s s  ready to  speak, c o n f in in g  h e r s e lf  w i t h in  
the due l im i t s  o f a woman?' Not o n ly  how the y  appeared to  o th e rs , but 
where and when must be s c r u t in is e d :  'C h r is t ia n  women shou ld  n o t have
the same cause to  appear in  p u b l ic  as g e n t i le  women . . .  a l l  C h r is t ia n  
occas ions  to  go abroad a re  bus inesses o f  s o b r ie ty  and s a n c t i t y '  and i t  
i s  n o t enough th a t  God shou ld  know them to  be ch as te , ' l e t  you r 
p ro b ity  appear b e fo re  m en '. Jerome goes fu r t h e r  in  h is  a dv ice  to  
Lae ta  about the  re a r in g  o f  P au la ; she shou ld  never go in  p u b l ic .  Thus 
a ls o  th e  exem plary G orgon ia : 'who was more d e s e rv in g  o f  renown, and
y e t who avo ided  i t  so much and made h e r s e lf  in a c c e s s ib le  to  the  eyes 
o f  men?' [ 10 ]
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T h is  m ig h t q u i te  la u d a b ly  be taken  to  th e  extrem es o f  r is k in g  
o n e 's  h e a lth  to  p rese rve  b o d ily  m odesty. G re g o rie s  o f  Nyssa and 
Nazianzus bo th  advance such s i tu a t io n s  as f u r th e r  p ro o f th a t  t h e i r  
re s p e c t iv e  s is te r s .  M acrina  and G orgon ia  were exempla to  good 
C h r is t ia n  women. M acrina  was s t r ic k e n  w ith  a dead ly  tumour on her 
b re a s t, such th a t  'h e r  m other im p lo re d  her o f te n  and begged her to  
re c e iv e  th e  a t t e n t io n  o f  a d o c to r , s ince  th e  m ed ica l a r t ,  she s a id , 
was se n t fro m  God f o r  the  s a v in g  o f men. But she judged  i t  worse than  
th e  p a in  to  uncover any p a r t  o f  her body to  a s t ra n g e r 's  e y e s '.  
G orgon ia  w a s*■''s e r io u s ly  in ju r e d ' when her c a r r ia g e  o v e rtu rn e d  in  an 
a c c id e n t;  bu t ' a l l  crushed and b ru is e d  as she was in  bones and lim b s  
. . .  she would  have no p h y s ic ia n  . . .  because she shrank from  the 
o b s e rv a tio n  and hands o f  men, p re s e rv in g , even in  s u f fe r in g ,  her 
m o d e s ty '. B o th  women then  prayed them selves back to  good h e a lth .  
[113
I t  i s  in  keep ing  w ith  t h is  n o t io n  o f  women p ro v id in g  th e  o cca s io n  
and c a r ry in g  the  b u rd e n .o f s in s  com m itted abou t them th a t  Jerome a ls o  
w r i te s  o f  F a b io la 's  s in f u l  second u n io n  w ith  Oceanus a f t e r  d iv o rc in g  
he r f i r s t  husband; she was fo rb id d e n  the  church u n t i l ,  o be y in g  
'C h r i s t 's  law s, n o t P a p in ia n '.s ', she d id  .e x tra v a g a n t penance and s o ld  
o f f  her p ro p e rty  f o r  the  poor and 'h e r o ic a l ly  u n d e rto o k  the blame o f  
s e p a ra tio n  ra th e r  than  th e  shame o f the  u n io n '.  Jerome is  w r i t i n g  to  
Oceanus; th e re  is  no word o f any penances o r d e b a rr in g  on h is  p a r t ;  
though he has presum ably com m itted  a d u lte ry  as w e ll  in  th e  re g a rd  o f 
C h r is t ia n  te a c h in g , the  blame r e s ts  w ith  th e  woman. M acrina , s is t e r
o f  G regory o f Nyssa, th e n  gave e x p re s s io n  to  th e  dilemma o f  t h is
though t take n  to  i t s  lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n s  when she re fu s e d  to  c o n s id e r 
a second b e t ro th a l a f t e r  the  death  o f the  boy to  whom she had been 
b e tro th e d , 's in c e  in  the  n a tu re  o f th in g s  th e re  was but one m a rria g e ,
as th e re  is  one b i r t h  and one d e a th ' and, ta k in g  th e  stance th a t  she
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was as bound 'a s  I f  th e  in te n t io n  had been accom plished  in  f a c t '  she 
ach ieved th e  fame o f  b e ing  u n iv i r a  to  add to  her lu s t r e  o f v i r g i n i t y .  
T h is  may have been o p p o r tu n is t ic  re a so n in g  on he r p a r t ,  bu t e q u a lly  i t  
expresses a v e ry  re a l p o te n t ia l  ground f o r  co nce rn : we have seen th e
opp rob rium  endured by F a b io la  and w i l l  be e xam in ing  the  e la s t ic  n a tu re  
o f  Roman m a rriag e  c o n v e n tio n s , thu s  M acrina  m ig h t no t unreasonab ly  
argue th e  w ish  f o r  the  deed to  a vo id  the  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  c o n fu s io n  on 
Judgement Day. [1 2 ]
But i f  too  o f te n  seen as th e  o ccas ion  f o r  s in ,  women were seen 
a ls o  as capab le  o f  m aking a s ig n i f ic a n t  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  the  s p i r i t u a l  
re se rv e s  o f  th e  c h u rch ; w i t h in  c e r ta in  p re c o n d it io n s .  I f  these
p re c o n d it io n s  f o r  p ie ty  were met, women co u ld  f u l f i l  the  h i p e s t  
s p i r i t u a l  d e s t in y :  ' i t  would  be shameful f o r  every  woman to  th in k
m ere ly  th a t  she i s  a woman', w ro te  Clement o f  A le x a n d r ia ;  'Women must 
seek wisdom, l i k e  men, even i f  men a re  s u p e r io r  and have f i r s t  p lace  
in  every f i e l d ,  a t  le a s t  i f  the y  a re  n o t e ffe m in a te . ' [1 3 ]  As we have 
seen in  Ambrose, a f t e r  ca re  has e n te re d  th e  w o r ld  th rou g h  a woman, 
s a lv a t io n  comes th rou g h  a v i r g in .  I t  rem a ins the n  to  examine th e
co n ce p tio n s  o f  th e  la t e r  Church F a the rs  as to  how these p re c o n d it io n s  
were to  be met, and fro m  what s tances o f in fo rm e d  p u r i t y  women co u ld  
f u l f i l  r o le s  w i t h in  th e  church .
I f  women were e s s e n t ia l ly  s in f u l  because e s s e n t ia l ly  se xu a l, the  
f i r s t  and most o bv iou s  need was to  negate th a t  aspec t o f  t h e i r  n a tu re  
-  o r, r a th e r ,  s tand  i t  on i t s  head. I f  'woman re p re s e n ts  th e  f le s h  
and the  p a s s io n s ' th e n , 'he i s  t r u ly  male who ig n o re s  s in ,  w h ich  i s  to  
say fem ale  f r a g i l i t y ' .  T h is  b e in g  so, 'L e t  us k is s  him whose embrace 
is  c h a s t i t y .  L e t us have in te rc o u rs e  w ith  him w ith  whom m a rria g e  is  
v i r g i n i t y ' .  [1 4 ]  In  th e  fo u r th  c e n tu ry , a b s tin e n ce  from  the  f le s h
becomes in  the  th in k in g  o f  many o f the  p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs  the
e q u iv a le n t to  m artyrdom ; i t  equates w ith  a w i l l in g n e s s  to  s u f fe r  f o r
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' '  ;
God such as P a u l's  te s tim o n y  th a t  he c r u c i f ie d  h im s e lf  to  th e  w o rld  
and the  w o rld  to  h im s e lf  (G a l. 6 :1 4 ). In  th e  more p u r i t a n ic a l ,  
e s c h a to lo g ic a lly -o b s e s s e d  c u l t u r a l  c lim a te  o f  th e  la t e r  Em pire, 
w r i te r s  such as John Chrysostom may be found  r e g r e t t in g  th a t  
m artyrdom , th e  u l t im a te  in  s e l f - d e n ia l , was no lo n g e r p o s s ib le  f o r  
C h r is t ia n s  and h in t in g  th a t  those  who from  t h e i r  lo v e  o f  God s t ru g g le  
to  overcome c a rn a l lu s t  and th e  w o rld  can e xpec t th e  m a r ty rs ' rew ard . 
F i r s t l y ,  th e n , th e re  was an obv ious  need to  l ib e r a te  them se lves from  
th e  d is t r a c t io n s  o f  th e  l i f e  o f  everyday; o f  th e  tem pora l w o r ld , n o t 
ju s t  th o u g h ts  ,o f m a te r ia l l i f e ,  bu t even the  bonds o f  fa m ily  l i f e ,  and 
as f a r  as p o s s ib le  in  each in d iv id u a l case, from  th e  f le s h  a lto g e th e r .
I f  a t  a l l  p o s s ib le ,  co n tin e n ce  and c h a s t ity  were to  be embraced as a 
l ib e r a t io n  from  th e  s u b je c t io n  to  s in ,  w h ich  then  p laced  one in  a 
s ta te  o f more im m ediate  a v a i l a b i l i t y  to  the  agency o f  th e  H o ly  S p i r i t ;  
o f  n e c e s s ity  th e n  in  most cases t h is  e n ta i le d  th e  lo o s e n in g  o f  the  
bonds o f d u ty  and a f fe c t io n  to  fa m ily .  T h is  f in d s  re p ea ted  echoes in  
a l l  our so u rce s : 'The unm arried  woman th in k s  on the  th in g s  o f  the
Lord  to  be h o ly ;  th e  m a rr ie d  is  s o l ic i t o u s  to  p lease  he r h u sb a n d .' 
S im i la r ly  'th e  man in  th e  m a rrie d  s ta te  cannot p ray w ith o u t c e a s in g * , 
so
who w ishes to  p repa re  h im s e lf  here fo r  th a t  Kingdom must h a te , 
n o t the  humans them se lves, bu t those tem po ra l r e la t io n s h ip s  by 
w h ich  t h i s  l i f e  o f  ou rs  i s  supported , t h i s  l i f e  w h ich  is  
ephem era l, w h ich  is  p layed  o u t in  be ing  born  and d y in g . For 
th e  person who does n o t ha te  them does n o t y e t  lo v e  th a t  l i f e  
where th e re  w i l l  be no c ircum stance  o f be ing  born  and d y in g .
And a g a in :
M a rriag e  was n o t d ev ised  s im p ly  f o r  the  c re a t io n  o f 
c h i ld re n  . . .  c h a s t i t y  i s  the  preem inent reason  f o r  m a rria g e , 
and i s  much more so a t  p re s e n t, s in ce  our race  has f i l l e d  th e  
w ho le  w o r ld  . . .  I f  you d e s ire  c h i ld re n  . . .  s p i r i t u a l  b i r t h  
pangs summon us, and w o r th ie r  o f fs p r in g ,  more u s e fu l to  us in  
ou r o ld  age, [1 5 ]
The c o r o l la r y  o f t h is  d is m a n t lin g  o f  s o c ia l bonds was, o f  cou rse , th a t
the  women who chose to  im plem ent t h is  p re ach in g  became a v a i la b le  as a
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re so u rce  a t  the  d is p o s a l o f  the  b ishops and t h e i r  c le rg y ;  the  p rope r 
p ro te c to rs  o f  avowed women, they  would channel t h e i r  e n e rg ie s  and tim e  
new ly a v a i la b le  f o r  the  s e rv ic e  o f  God (and a tte m p t to  channel t h e i r  
w e a lth , i f  any) to  th e  s e rv ic e s  o f  the  church.
T h is  a t t i t u d e  p u ts  in  c o n te x t the  c o n g ra tu la to ry  tone w ith  w h ich  
th e  a c t io n s  o f  P au la . M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r and M e la n ia  the  Younger were 
g re e te d  in  our so u rce s . In  the  p re v io u s  c e n tu r ie s  the  m a rty rs  
P erpé tua , A ga thon ice  and F é l ic i t a s  se t t h e i r  fa m i l ie s  a t  nought in  
t h e i r  d e d ic a t io n  -  be ing  besought by the  crowd 'have p i t y  on y o u r s e lf  
and you r c h i ld r e n ' ,  A ga thon ice  r e p l ie s  w ith  an a lm ost fo rm u la ic  answer 
a s c r ib e d  to  fem a le  m a rty rs  w ith  f a m i l ie s :  '%  c h i ld re n  have God who
w atches ove r them ' -  and Agape, Ire n e  and Chione f le d  from  t h e i r  
fa m i l ie s  f o r  'we t h in k  them worse than  o u r enemies in  fe a r  they w ould  
denounce u s ' and were lauded  in  th e  sources f o r  so d o in g . S im i la r ly  
Paula m e r ite d  a d m ira t io n  f o r  le a v in g  he r fa m ily  weeping on the
quays ide  -  her son T o x o tiu s  was s t i l l  o n ly  a c h i ld ,  whom Jerome 
d e s c r ib e s  as 'e x te n d in g  s u p p lic a t in g  hands on the  s h o re ' w h ile
'R u fin a , now a young woman, im p lo re d  her m other w ith  s i le n t  te a rs  th a t  
she w a it  u n t i l  h e r m a rr ia g e ' when she s a ile d  f o r  th e  H o ly  Land; P aula , 
l i k e  A ga thon ice  'r a is e d  d ry  ^ e s  to  heaven, overcom ing  her d e v o tio n  to  
her c h i ld re n  by her d e v o tio n  to  God . . .  she d id  n o t know h e r s e lf  as a 
m other th a t  she m ig h t prove h e r s e lf  w o rth y  as a handmaid o f  G od '. 
D e sp ite  'b a t t l i n g  w ith  g r ie f  as i f  she were be ing  to r n  lim b  from  lim b  
. . .  she sought t h is  w ith  a r e jo ic in g  s p i r i t ,  m aking l i t t l e  o f  the  
lo v e  o f her c h i ld re n  by her g re a te r  lo ve  f o r  G od ', And su b se q u e n tly , 
when sen t word o f  th e  s e r io u s  i l ln e s s e s  o f  her c h ild re n ,  and
'p a r t i c u la r ly  o f  T o x o tiu s , whom she love d  d e a r ly ' .  Jerome says she
s im p ly  tho u gh t o f C h r is t 's  w o rds: '"He th a t  lo v e th  son o r daugh te r
more than  me in  n o t w o rth y  o f  m e "' (c o n tra s t  t h is ,  however, w ith  h is  
re p o r ts  th a t  a t  t h e i r  subsequent deaths 'o n  each o cca s io n  th e  shock o f
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th e ir loss endangered her l i f e * ) ,  [ 16]
The same tone  is  e v id e n t in  th e  accoun ts  o f  M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r ;  she 
'th re w  o f f  th e  burdens o f  human lo v e  w ith  th e  ropes o f  th e  s h ip ,  as a l l  
w e p t' when she l e f t  f o r  th e  H o ly  Land. She is  made to  echo th e  fem ale  
m a rty rs  when she is  d e sc rib e d  as h a v in g  'lo v e d  h e r c h i ld  by n e g le c t in g  
h im  and ke p t him by r e l in q u is h in g  h im ',  f u r t h e r  th a t  'once  M e lan ia  had 
to r n  h e r one son fro m  h e r b re a s t and s e t him  in  C h r is t 's  bosom so th a t  
th e  L o rd  h im s e lf  m ig h t n o u r is h  h im , she bestowed no subsequent pe rson a l 
ca re  on h im , f o r  she th o u g h t i t  a s in  o f  d is t r u s t  to  g iv e  h e r own 
a t te n t io n  to  one whcan she had e n tru s te d  to  C h r is t ' .  She had to  le a ve  
Rome le s s  p u b l ic ly  th a n  P au la , f o r  she i t  seems was d e fy in g  fa m ily  and 
s ta te ;  P a u lin u s  o f  N o la , presum ably h im s e lf  p r iv y  to  w hat must have been 
a fa m ily  d is p u te , says 'th e  d e v i l  a tte m p ted  th ro u g h  th e  u tm ost p re ssu re  
o f  h e r nob le  r e la t iv e s ,  whom he equipped to  d e ta in  h e r , t o  . . .  p re ve n t 
h e r fro m  g o in g * ; and P a lla d iu s  adds 'She t o ld  noone h e r p la n , because 
she would  have been p ro h ib ite d  a t  th e  t im e , s in ce  V a lens h e ld  r u le  in  
th e  e m p ire ' .  M e lan ia  was a ls o  le s s  b lessed  th a n  Paula w ith  h e r fa m i ly ;  
o f  h e r th re e  c h i ld re n ,  2 d ie d  b e fo re  she was widowed a t  2 2 , a t  w h ich  
Jerome a lle g e s  she sm iled  and thanked God f o r  h e r l ib e r a t io n ;  a ls o  he 
im p lie s  th a t  P u b lic o la  was th e  same s o r t  o f  age as th e  in f a n t  T o x o tiu s  
when Paula l e f t ,  whereas o th e r  ev idence  in d ic a te s  th a t  he was in  f a c t  
s e t on th e  p a th  to  h is  l a t e r  c a re e r . M e la n ia 's  example in s p ire d  hei^ 
g randdaugh te r, M e lan ia  th e  Younger t o  h e r own extrem e m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  
p ie ty  I though, as w i l l  be co ns ide re d  l a t e r ,  h e r w ish  f o r  p o v e rty  and 
abn e ga tio n  were o n ly  s e t in  o p p o s it io n  to  th e  p re v io u s  g e n e ra tio n , s in ce  
she was, t o  a l l  in te n ts ,  c h i ld le s s  -  one o f  th e  co un ts  h e r fa m i ly  h e ld  
a g a in s t h e r . A l l  t h i s  le n d s  p o in t  to  Je rom e 's  s ta te m e n t th a t  th e  woman 
d e d ic a te d  to  E te rn a l L i f e  needs 'n e i t h e r  m other n o r s is t e r  n o r kinswoman 
n o r b r o th e r ' . Detachment fro m  th e  fa m ily  was advocated as r ig h t  and 
necessary f o r
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th e  woman p u rs u in g  th e  a s c e t ic  l i f e ,  ve ry  much as th e  e a r l ie r  fem ale  
m a rty rs  were ' i n  n o t ic e a b le  is o la t io n  from  t h e i r  fa m i l ie s ,  in  d e fia n c e  
o f  ra th e r  than  in  lo y a l t y  to ,  t h e i r  husbands and fa th e rs ,  and 
d e m o n s tra tin g  a s u r p r is in g  eagerness to  abandon young in f a n t s ' .  [ 17 ]
In  f a c t ,  we may d is c e rn  in  some o f the  F a th e rs  th e  onse t o f 
uneasiness a t  the  fe r v o u r  w ith  which some women were em bracing t h is  
p a r t ic u la r  aspect o f th e  d e v o t io n a l l i f e s t y l e .  S e p a ra tio n  from  the  
tram m els o f th e  fa m ily  was an adm ira b le  g o a l, bu t in  some cases 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  a rose because o f  the  tendenc ies  o f  a s c e t ic a l ly  in s p ire d  
women to  make a u n i la t e r a l  d e c la ra t io n  o f t h e i r  in te n t io n s  to  observe 
th is .  Ambrose was put in  an awkward p o s i t io n  when a g i r l  from  h is  
c o n g re g a tio n  a tte m p te d  to  preempt fa m ily  o p p o s it io n  by ru n n in g  up to  
th e  a l t a r  in  m id -s e rv ic e  and w ra p p ing  th e  a l t a r - c lo t h  round her as i f  
a v e i l ,  p le a d in g  f o r  c o n s e c ra tio n  as a v i r g in .  When a r e la t iv e  
p ro te s te d : '"d o  you th in k  yo u r fa th e r  would a llo w  you to  rem ain
unm arried  i f  he were a l iv e ? ' the  g i r l  r e p l ie d  "Perhaps he d ie d  so th a t  
noone co u ld  oppose t h i s , " '  Ambrose so lem nly a d ju re s  v i r g in s  in  l i k e  
case: 'Conquer fa m ily  f e e l in g  f i r s t ;  i f  you overcome yo u r househo ld ,
you overcome th e  w o r ld . ' [ 18 ]
S im i la r ly  onesided  d e c is io n s  in  th e  case o f  m a rr ie d  women c re a te d  
a dilemma w hich p u ts  the  a u th o r i t ie s  who had in s p ire d  them to  some 
u nco m fo rtab le  s h u f f l in g .  C ontinence in  m arriage  was a d m ira b le ; but 
those who se ize d  on th e  e x h o r ta t io n s  to  im plem ent i t  w ith o u t  m aking 
c e r ta in  th a t  t h e i r  husbands concu rred  were obey ing  th e  a p o s t le  in  one 
th in g  bu t d is o b e y in g  him in  a n o th e r: 'W ives, re s p e c t yo u r husbands ',
f o r  ' i t  is  e v id e n t th a t  she is  s u b je c te d  to  th e  man and th a t  the  
s u b je c t io n  is  because o f s in '  a c c o rd in g  to  A u g u s tin e . Thus the p io us  
m a rrie d  woman was caught in  a double  b in d ; she was under s u b je c t io n  
because o f s in  and the  bonds o f s u b je c t io n  to  s in  are  broken by 
choosing  c e l ib a c y ;  but by choos ing  c e lib a c y  she was b rough t up a g a in s t
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th a t  v e ry  s u b je c t io n  she was a tte m p t in g  to  escape, A ug u s tine  h e a v ily  
rebuked the  m atron  E c d ic ia  f o r  u n i la t e r a l l y  m aking th e  d e c is io n  th a t  
her m a rriage  was h e n c e fo r th  to  be a c o n t in e n t one and t a lk in g  her 
r e lu c ta n t  husband in to  a c q u ie s c in g  (a lo n g  w ith  some f a i r l y  extrem e 
d is p la y s  o f la rg e s s e  and s e lf-a b a s e m e n t) ; he su bse q ue n tly  f a l l s  in to  
f o r n ic a t io n  w h ich  A ug u s tine  i s  adamant i s  E c d ic ia 's  f a u l t .  Even the  
pe rsona l adornment th a t  negates modesty was s u b je c t to  t h i s  obed ience ; 
e lsew here , A ug u s tine  w ro te , 'o n ly  f o r  t h e i r  husbands ough t women to  be 
p e rm itte d  to  adorn  th e m s e lv e s ',  even i f  'a c c o rd in g  to  th e  to le ra n c e , 
n o t th e  in ju n c tu re  o f s c r ip t u r e ' .  Thus th e  woman a g a in  sh o u ld e rs  the  
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  f o r  s in ;  a tte m p t in g  to  a vo id  th e  s in  o f  c a r n a l i t y  she 
once more becomes 'th e  sword th a t  d e s t ro y s ',  the  o cca s io n  f o r  
a n o th e r 's  s in .  [ 19 ]
The q u e s tio n s  o f  v o l i t i o n  and d is c r e t io n  in  i t s  a p p l ic a t io n  a re  
s tre s s e d  in  a l l  ou r sources  as be ing  o f p rim a ry  im po rtance  in  t h is  
vexed m a tte r o f  a b s tin e n c e . Time and tim e  a g a in  in  th e  m id d le  o f  an 
e x h o r ta t io n  on the  b e a u tie s  o f c h a s t i t y ,  as i f  d raw ing  back from  the 
tre a ch e ro u s  ground, th e  a u th o r i t ie s  w i l l  add th a t  o f  course t h i s  i s  
no t to  be l i g h t l y  u nd e rta ke n , no r even a tte m p ted  i f  th e re  i s  tho u gh t 
th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  f a i l u r e .  They are  a l l  em phatic  th a t  c h a s t i t y  is  a 
g race , 'a  g i f t  fro m  G od ': n o t a l l  can o r shou ld  c o n s id e r c o n tin e n c e ,
a c c o rd in g  to  A u g u s tin e . Clement o f A le x a n d r ia  s a id  'th e r e  is  no o th e r 
way to  re c e iv e  co n tin e n ce  excep t by the  grace o f  G o d '; l ik e w is e  th a t  
C h r is t ia n s  shou ld  'b le s s  sexua l a bs tinence  in  those  to  whom th is  
c o n d it io n  has been g ive n  by G od ', bu t a ls o  'm a rve l a t  monogamy and the  
g re a t m a jes ty  o f  a s in g le  m a rria g e , f o r  we th in k  th a t  we shou ld  s u f fe r  
w ith  each o th e r and 'b e a r one a n o th e r 's  b u rd e n s ' [G a l. 6 :2 ]  le s t  
anyone who b e lie v e s  he is  s ta n d in g  f i r m  a l l  by h im s e lf  shou ld  f a l l  [ I  
Cor. 10 : 12 ] ' .  The w r i te r s  on the  d e s e rt l i f e  g iv e  many exam ples o f 
monks and v i r g in s  who were b e trayed  by t h e i r  assum ption  th a t  they
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co u ld  keep b o d ily  p u r i t y  by t h e i r  own prudence. Ambrose’ s d is t in c t io n
between m a rria g e  and v i r g i n i t y  i s  th a t  'th e  one is  under la w , the
o th e r under g ra c e '.  [2 0 ]  Even Jerome, who b le s s e s  'm a rr ia g e  because
i t  b r in g s  me v i r g in s '  a ls o  says th a t  'o n ly  those  t o  whom i t  i s  g iv e n '
shou ld  be v i r g in s .  He h im s e lf  i s  'a  eunuch by c h o ic e ',  and the
v o l i t i o n  s a n c t i f ie s  i t  s t i l l  f u r t h e r  ; i t  i s  'b e t t e r  i f  i t  i s  f r e e ly
o f fe r e d ' -  though he mourns th a t  no t more choose so to  o f f e r  i t .  He
a lso  w arns, i n  one o f h is  most extrem e s ta te m e n ts  f o r  v i r g i n i t y  and
a g a in s t m a rr ia g e , the  A g a in s t J o v in ia n ;
i f  a l l  were a b le  to  be v i r g in s ,  the  Lo rd  w ou ld  never have s a id , 
"He who can re c e iv e  t h is ,  l e t  him re c e iv e  i t "  [M a tt .  1 9 :12 ] 
and th e  A p o s tle  w ou ld  n o t have wavered in  h is  recom m endation, 
"About v i r g in s ,  however, I  have no commandment fro m  th e  L o rd "
[ I  Cor. 7 :2 5 ] ,
and mourns 'Do n o t fe a r  th a t  a l l  w i l l  become v i r g in s :  v i r g i n i t y  is  a
d i f f i c u l t  bus iness and is  ra re  ju s t  because i t  i s  h a r d '.  Even in  
t h i s ,  however, Jerome s u b t ly  in c re a se s  th e  p re ssu re  on th e  c h o ic e . In  
the  New Testam ent G reek, J e s u s ' a d v ice  i s  'o  dunamenos c h o re in , 
c h o r e i t o ' :  'c h o r e in ' s ig n i f y in g  'r e c e iv e ' o r 'a c c e p t w ith  the
i n t e l l e c t ' .  Jerome in  th e  V u lga te  t ra n s la te d  t h is  by u s in g  'q u i 
p o te s t capere , c a p ia t ' :  tu r n in g  a ra th e r  m e ta p h ys ica l q u a l i t y  in to  a
more d i r e c t  im p u lse . Jerome may have been c a u tio u s  as to  the  w e lfa re  
o f  h is  f lo c k  and th e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  the  s i t u a t io n ,  as were A ugus tine  and 
C lem ent; a l t e r n a t iv e ly ,  he was b e a rin g  in  m ind th e  f i n i t e  l im i t s  to  
th e  number o f  s o u ls  th a t  can p ra c t ic a b ly  be saved by t h i s  means; ' i t  
i s  b e t te r  to  subm it to  m a rria g e  w ith  a man than  s t r a in  f o r  the  h e ig h ts  
and f a l l  to  th e  dep ths o f  h e l l ' [2 1 ] .  T h is  o f f e r s  l i t t l e  enough
c o n s o la t io n  f o r  those  w is h in g  f o r  co n tin e n ce  and r e f r a in in g  f o r  
reasons o th e r  than  pe rsona l weakness. The m other o f  G regory o f Nyssa 
and M acrina , Emmelia, i s  a lle g e d  by her son to  have v e ry  much w ished 
f o r  the  l i f e  embraced by her daughte r but fe a re d  a b d u c tio n  o r f o r c ib le  
m a rria g e , b e ing  ve ry  b e a u t i fu l and co m p le te ly  w ith o u t  fa m ily  ; so 
p ra c tic e d  d is c r e t io n  in  m a rry in g  a known and s a fe  young man and
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perhaps t ra n s m it te d  he r u rg in g s  f o r  p ie ty  to  th e  next g e n e ra tio n . But 
f o r  those  in  a fo r tu n a te  enough s i t u a t io n  to  be a b le  to ,  and d isposed  
to ,  heed th e  c a l l ,  th e  v o l i t i o n a l  aspect o f the  ch o ice  f o r  co n tin e nce  
looms la rg e  in  the  F a th e rs ’ consciousness w ith  re g a rd  to  the  
j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  c e lib a c y ,  a lth o u g h  they may, l i k e  Jerome, tend  to  the  
a t t i t u d e  th a t  a l l  co u ld  i f  the y  bu t w ou ld . [ 2 2 ]
T h is  c a u t io n  in  th e  w r i t in g s  suggests a need to  defend th e  course • 
be ing  advoca ted  a g a in s t c r i t i c s  w i th in  and w ith o u t  th e  main body o f  
the  c h u rch ; Jerom e’ s w ork c i te d  above, the  A g a in s t J o v in ia n  in d ic a te s  
ty p ic a l  a c c u s a tio n s . One o f  th e  dangers o f  a d v o c a tin g  to o  extrem e a 
fo rm  o f c e lib a c y  was to  r i s k  ru n n in g  in to  a c c u s a tio n s  o f dangerous 
d o c t r in e .  Such . a tta c k s  as J o v in ia n ’ s, im p u tin g  n e a r-h e re sy  to  
Jerom e’ s works o u t v e ry  c lo s e  to  the  bone -  and provoked an extrem e 
and p u n g e n tly  ad hominem re p ly .  J o v in ia n  had w r i t t e n  a p op u la r book 
d e fe n d in g  m a rria g e  in  w h ich  he argued th a t  v i r g in s ,  w idows, and 
m a rr ie d  women were a l l  equal once they passed th rough  C h r is ta n  
bap tism : s u p e r io r  m e r it  was n o t to  be accorded to  c e lib a c y .  Jerome
has to  p ro te c t  h im s e lf  a g a in s t th e  a c c u s a tio n  o f  h e re sy : ’ Indeed, we
do n o t fo l lo w  the  te a c h in g s  o f  M arc ion  and M a n i; we do no t d isp a ra g e  
m a rria g e , nor do we judge  a l l  sexual in te rc o u rs e  f o u l .  We have not 
been dece ived  by th e  e r ro r  o f  T a tia n , the  head o f th e  E n c r a t i t e s ' 
th e  las t-nam ed  an e x tre m e ly  a s c e t ic  se c t o f  C h r is t ia n s  th a t  f lo u r is h e d  
in  the  la te  second c e n tu ry , w h ich , a long  w ith  th e  e q u a lly  r e v i le d  
S eve rians  and Naasenes p ra c tic e d  a p a r t i c u la r ly  r ig o ro u s  a s c e tic is m  
and regarded  women and m a rria g e  as the  works o f  S a tan ; Jerom e’ s 
a s c e t ic  a dv ice  sometimes seemed to  come ve ry  c lo s e  to  these  in  s p i r i t ,  
i f  n o t in  d e t a i l .  N e v e rth e le s s , d e s p ite  these s ta te m e n ts , th e  A g a in s t 
J o v in ia n  c o n ta in s  m a tte r so d e rog a to ry  o f  m a rriage  th a t  h is  f r ie n d s  
a ttem p ted  to  remove the  book from  c i r c u la t io n .  Jerome a lso  h ig h l ig h t s  
a no the r o fte n -re p e a te d  c r i t i c i s m  o f c e lib a c y :  ’But you w i l l  say, " I f
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a l l  peop le  were v i r g in s ,  how would th e  human race  c o n tin u e ? "  , , ,  On 
t h is  l in e  o f  re a s o n in g , th e re  w i l l  be n o th in g  a t  a l l ,  le s t  som eth ing  
e lse  cease to  b e . ' [2 3 ]  T h is  i s  som eth ing a ls o  found  in  A u g u s tin e ’ s On 
th e  Good o f  M a rria g e , w hich is  a more m oderate answer to  th e  same 
t r e a t is e .  A u g u s tin e ’ s answer i s  th a t  m a rriag e  i s  to  p re ven t s in ,  bu t 
th a t  i f  a l l  th e  w o rld  d id  become c e l ib a te  and th e  race  ceased i t  w ould 
be no bad th in g :  ’Would to  heaven th a t  everybody m ig h t w ish  t h i s
th e  C ity  o f God would be more q u ic k ly  f i l l e d  and th e  end o f  the  w o rld  
h a s te n e d . ’ John Chrysostom a lso  uses the  "L a s t Days" argum ent to  
co u n te r t h is  'o b je c t io n ;  e a r l i e r  races  d e s ire d  c h i ld r e n  ’ because they 
had no hope o f  th e  r e s u r r e c t io n ’ as a remnant o f them se lves, b u t 
’ s ince  th e  fu tu r e  r e s u r r e c t io n  i s  a t  the  doors  and we w i l l  t r a v e l
t o  a no th e r l i f e  th a t  i s  b e t te r  th a n  the  p re sen t one, a n x ie ty  over 
these  is s u e s  is  s u p e r f lu o u s ’ , [2 4 ]
The d e fe ns iven e ss  f e l t  o ve r these p o s it io n s ,  and th e  c r i t i c i s m  
le v e l le d  a t  the  advoca tes  o f  c e lib a c y ,  n o t ju s t  fro m  the  f r in g e s  o f  
th e  church but from  th e  e s ta b lis h e d  m ainstream  is  a f a i r  in d ic a t io n  o f  
the  h o ld  th a t  these  w r i te r s  were g a in in g , such as to  cause 
c o n s te rn a t io n  amongst more c o m fo rta b le  c le r ic s .  W itness a ls o  Jerom e’ s 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  w ith  the  church  in  Rome w h ile  re s id e n t  th e re ;  and the  
co ld n e ss  d is p la y e d  by Pope S i r i c iu s  to  P a u lin u s  o f  N o la  d u r in g  th e  
l e t t e r ’ s v i s i t  to  Rome in  395, f a i r l y  c e r ta in ly  because o f h is  s tance  
on a s c e t ic is m . Jerome was r ig h t  to  w o rry  about h is  s ta tu s  w ith  re g a rd  
to  o rth o d o xy , g ive n  h is  u n p o p u la r ity ;  a f a r  more p o p u la r (a t  Rome) 
advoca te  o f f a i r l y  extrem e a s c e tic is m , Pel.ag ius, ach ieve d  in  415 th e  
s ta tu s  o f  a h e r e t ic  d e s p ite  h is  p re v io u s  s ta n d in g  w ith  the  Roman upper 
c la s s e s , m a in ly  due to  th e  a tta c k s  on him by A u g u s tin e . H is  message 
to  the  tim es  had the  v i r t u e  o f  s im p l ic i t y ,  b u t was t e r r i f y i n g  in  i t s  
im p l ic a t io n s :  ’ S ince p e r fe c t io n  i s  p o s s ib le  f o r  men, i t  i s
o b l ig a t o r y . ’ Nor was P e la g iu s  w ith o u t  h is  s u p p o rte rs  in  t h is  extrem ism
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-  A u g u s tin e ’ s e p is to la r y  f r ie n d  P a u lin u s  o f  N o la  amongst them. And 
A ugus tine  was p a r t i c u la r l y  a larm ed when P e la g iu s  had th e  te m e r ity  to  
address h is  v ie w s  to  Proba, J u lia n a  and D em etrias , and A lb in a , M e lan ia  
th e  Younger and P in ia n u s ; these  s tro ng -m ind e d  a r is t o c r a t i c  women whom 
A ugustine  rega rded  as to  some e x te n t p ro tégés  were f e r t i l e  ground f o r  
P e la g iu s ’ p ic tu r e  o f  such a commanding r o le  in  such an in f lu e n t ia l  
movement. And th e  p o p u la r i t y  o f  h is  v iew s must have been p a r t i c u la r l y  
f i l i n g  to  those  l i k e  Jerome, who had been so v ic t im iz e d  by the  
c o u n te r- im p u ls e s  to  e le v a te  norm al m a r ita l c o n d it io n s  such as d rove 
J o v in ia n  and H è lv id iu s  in to  w r i t i n g ;  by these s ta n d a rd s , h is  p o s i t io n ,  
regarded  as h ig h ly  s e n s i t iv e  by so many, was m oderate indeed . B u t 
a f t e r  a p ro lon g ed  campaign by the  A f r ic a n  b ish op s , P e lag ian ism  was
condemned by the  Emperor and Pope, and such ex trem ism  g ra d u a lly  lo s t  
i t s  purchase on u p p e r-c la s s  p ie ty .  [2 5 ]
T ak ing  a l l  s id e s  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n , however, a p a t te rn  is  
e v id e n t :  f o r  C h r is t ia n  women o f  t h is  e ra , j u s t i f i c a t i o n  was n o t
ach ieved  by f a i t h ,  o r even by deeds on t h e i r  own; i t  was ach ieved  by 
o b s e rv in g  a system o f degrees o f  s a n c t i ty  on a f a i r l y  o rde red  and
lo g ic a l  p ro g re s s io n . T h is  system  was re la te d  d i r e c t l y  to  t h e i r  sexual
and m a r ita l s ta tu s :  b u t a c c o rd in g  to  some w r i te r s  a l le v ia te d  by the
a t t i t u d e  o f  m ind in  w h ich  the y  u nd e rtoo k  to  fo l lo w  t h e i r  chosen sexua l 
c o n d it io n .  We see t h i s  a t  w ork in  th e  r h e to r ic  a p p lie d  to  Paula and 
E c d ic ia :  the  fo rm e r be ing  a t t r ib u te d  w ith  the  g lo ry  p e r ta in in g  from  a
c o n t in e n t m a rriag e  w ith o u t  th e  r e a l i t y ,  because i t  was s a id  she
s in c e re ly  w ished  f o r  such a c o n d it io n ,  w h ile  th e  l a t t e r  had t h is  ro u te  
o f  ’ th e  w ish  f o r  th e  deed ’ s t ro n g ly  recommended to  her in  p re fe re n ce  
to  u n d e rta k in g  re a l c o n tin e n ce .
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The is s u e s  c e n tre  around th e  m a r ita l bond. One o f  the  g re a te s t 
c o n tro v e rs ie s  o f  t h is  p e r io d  was based on th e  a s c e t ic  dilemma o f  
w hether o r n o t to  recommend m a rriag e  to  th e  many. G iven th a t  'she  
th a t  i s  m a rr ie d  is  c a re fu l f o r  the  th in g s  o f  the  w o r ld ,  how she may 
p lease  her h usb a nd ', y e t  s t i l l ,  ' i t  i s  b e t te r  to  m arry than  to  b u r n '. 
T h is  e n c a p s u la te s  the  d i f f i c u l t y  f o r  the  a s c e t ic s .  Paul expressed  a 
w ish  -  b u t n o t a command th a t  ' a l l  were as I  am' i . e .  c e l ib a te .  
[2 6 ] T h is  is ,  th e n , to  be reocmmended; bu t as n o t a l l  a re capab le , how 
s t ro n g ly ?  A f te r  a l l ,  m a rriage  was no t w ith o u t i t s  own rew ards f o r  
a s c e t ic is m ; -’‘I  p ra is e  m a rriag e  because i t  g e ts  me v i r g in s '  and Proba 
and J u lia n a  were t o ld  th a t  they had gained more g lo ry  ' i n  g iv in g  to  
C h r is t  women consecra ted  to  h is  s e rv ic e  than  in  g iv in g  to  the  w o r ld  
men c a lle d  to  th e  honours o f  th e  c o n s u ls h ip *  -  namely them se lves and 
J u l ia n a 's  v i r g in  daugh te r D em etrias . M a rriag e  f o r  the purpose o f 
in c u b a t in g  p ie ty  was seen as e m in e n tly  la u d a b le . The F a th e rs  were 
to r n  between the  need to  e x h o r t t h e i r  f lo c k s  to  more e x a c t in g  e f f o r t s  
f o r  g re a te r  rew ards, and th e  need to  s o ft -p e d a l a course f ra u g h t  w ith  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  and g re a te r  p e n a lt ie s  f o r  f a i l u r e .  In  th a t  c e lib a c y  was 
a h ig h e r path  to  v i r t u e ,  i t  co u ld  n o t be recommended s t ro n g ly  enough; 
bu t in  th a t  some m ig h t t r y  i t  and f a i l ,  thus  b e ing  worse o f f  
s p i r i t u a l l y  than  b e fo re , g re a t c a u t io n  was needed. As we have seen, 
be ing  the  cause o f  a n o th e r 's  d o w n fa ll i s  as c u lp a b le  as b a c k s l id in g  
o n e s e lf ;  th u s  o ccu rs  th e  c o l le c t iv e  n e u ro s is  about be ing  to o  extrem e 
and so te m p tin g  weaker v e s s e ls  to  f a i l u r e .  Such extrem ism  re s u lte d  in  
th e  p r o s c r ip t io n  o f  fo rm e r ly  re sp ec te d  c le r ic s  such as P e la g iu s . and 
the  s u s p ic io n  th a t  anyone s t ro n g ly  recommending the  h ig h e r path  m ust, 
o f  n e c e s s ity , be condemning m a rr ia g e ; a s u s p ic io n  Jerome has to  
c o u n te r tim e  and a g a in .
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F u r th e r ,  th e  lu n a t ic  f r in g e  o f those a d o p tin g  these  a d vo c a tio n s  
was b r in g in g  th e  w ho le  movement in to  d is re p u te :  h e ld  up as a model
fo r  sco rn  and d e r is io n  were fem a les  such as th e  c a m p -fo llo w e rs  o f  the  
c irc u m c e ll io n e s ,  'th o s e  tro o p s  o f  homeless women who have d e c lin e d  
m atrim ony th a t  the y  may a vo id  r e s t r a i n t ' .  The Synod o f  Gangra o f  340 
saw a need to  f o r b id  women to  cu t t h e i r  h a i r  and d re ss  l i k e  a man; 
a ls o  condemning E u s ta th iu s  o f  Sebaste, an a s c e t ic  r e je c t in g  m a rr ia g e . 
The M a rc io n ite s  from  whom we saw Jerome need ing  to  d is s o c ia te  h im s e lf ,  
w h ile  d is p a ra g in g  m a rriag e  a llo w e d  women com plete  sexual freedom , 
s in ce  they advocated sexua l freedom  fo r  a l l  as co m p a tib le  to  C h r is t ia n  
f a i t h  ( in c lu d in g  h o m o se xu a lity  and p a e d o p h ilia ) .  A lso  to  be avo ided  
were th e  fem a le  r e l ig io u s  d e d ica te e s  around H ie ra ka s , th e  re ve re d  
a s c e t ic  le a d e r in  E gyp t. He was taken  to  ta s k  by A tha n as iu s  f o r  
d is p a ra g in g  th a t  m a rr ie d  persons had any p lace  in  P a ra d is e ; and 
expected  h is  fo l lo w e r s  to  be m in is te re d  to  by v i r g i n  fem ale  companions 
w ith o u t m ishap. Ambrose was the  ta r g e t  o f  ano the r group o f 
u n c o n tro l le d  women, t h i s  tim e  A r ia n s , p ro m o ting  t h e i r  r e l ig io u s  
d if fe re n c e s  in  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  d is o rd e r ly  b eh a v io u r on th e  o cca s io n  
o f h is  c o n s e c ra tio n  o f  Anemius in  the  d is p u te d  see o f  S inn ium . One o f  
them 'm ore im pudent than  th e  r e s t '  mounted th e  t r ib u n a l  and s e ize d  him 
by h is  c lo th in g ,  a tte m p t in g  to  d rag  him to  her companions 'so  th a t  
they m igh t beat him and d r iv e  him from  the  c h u rc h '.  Am brose's 
response was to  warn he r o f  G od 's  judgem ent (a fte rw a rd s  wreaked on her 
in  her p rem atu re  d e a th ) , f o r  ' "even i f  I  am unw orthy o f so g re a t a 
b is h o p r ic ,  i t  i s  n o t f i t t i n g  th a t  you o r you r k in d  la y  hands on any 
b ish o p  o f  w ha teve r s o r t " '  'yo u r k in d ' r e f e r r in g  w he ther to  A r ia n s  o r 
to  women i s  le s s  than c le a r .  These women were a tta c h e d  to  h e r e t ic a l  
movements, and co u ld  th e re fo re  s a fe ly  be lam basted  f o r  t h e i r  v io le n t  
b e h a v io u r; bu t much o f  the  fe rv o u r  o f p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs  such as 
A ug u s tine  on th e  c irc u m c e ll io n e  women arose  o u t o f t h e i r  need to  
d is s o c ia te  t h e i r  own fa vo u re d  c e lib a te s  from  such a c c u s a tio n s . I t
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expresses an a n x ie ty  abou t the  ends to  which t h e i r  own p re a ch in g  can 
be p u t ;  th u s  the y  need to  draw d is t in c t io n s  between these hoydens and 
devout C a th o lic  women and to  a s s e r t  t h e i r  f a i t h  in  the  o rtho d oxy  o f  
th e  m o tive s  o f  t h e i r  own s id e  th a t  they may no t be accused o f  
fo s te r in g  such te n d e n c ie s . [ 2 7 ]
Such a n x ie t ie s  s e t th e  J e ro m e -J o v in ia n  c o n tro v e rs y  in  c o n te x t .  
Not m e re ly  a n o th e r o f  th e  in te rm in a b le  w rang les  in  w h ich  Jerome became 
e m b ro ile d  because o f h is  c o n f ro n ta t io n a l th e o lo g y  and h is  a c e rb ic  pen, 
i t  a ls o  expresses the  tre m o rs  o f a schoo l o f th o u g h t f r ig h te n e d  by i t s  
own lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n . There seems to  have e x is te d  in  a d d i t io n  a 
genuine c o n fu s io n  abou t the  r e la t i v e  m e r it  o f  c h a s t i t y  as s e t a g a in s t 
th e  m a rr ie d  s ta te ;  and when some c le r ic s  m a in ta in e d  t h e i r  e q u a l i t y ,  
t h e i r  w orks were g r a te f u l ly  re c e iv e d  by many. J o v in ia n ,  and b e fo re  
him. H e lv id iu s ,  a g a in s t whom Jerom e 's  t r e a t is e  on The P e rp e tu a l 
V i r g in i t y  o f B lessed  Mary is  w r i t t e n ,  had tem pered th e  p a r ty  l in e  on 
c h a s t i ty  to  s u i t  those  le s s  in c l in e d  to  a s c e t ic is m . 'You com pe lled  me 
[ t o  w r i t e ] ,  H e lv id iu s ;  f o r ,  b r ig h t ly  as th e  Gospel sh in es  a t  the  
p resen t day, you w i l l  have i t  th a t  equal g lo ry  a tta c h e s  to  v i r g i n i t y  
and to  th e  m a rriage  s ta te .  ' H e lv id iu s  in  f a c t  conc luded  th a t  v i r g i n i t y  
was ranked below m atrim ony, a p p e a lin g  to  the  m e n tion  in  the  G ospels o f  
's i s t e r s '  and 'b r e th r e n ' o f  C h r is t ,  and s u p p o r t in g  h is  o p in io n  w ith  
the  w r i t in g s  o f  T e r t u l l ia n  and V ic to r in u s .  J o v in ia n  a s s e rte d  th a t  
' " v i r g in s ,  widows and m a rr ie d  women, who have been once passed th rou g h  
the  la v e r  o f  C h r is t ,  i f  the y  a re  on a par in  o th e r  re s p e c ts , a re  o f  
equa l m e r i t " ' .  J o v in ia n  a ls o  h e ld  th a t  th e  b i r t h  o f  C h r is t  had been 
by a 't r u e  p a r t u r i t i o n '  and so con travened  the  o rth o d o xy  o f the  tim e , 
a c c o rd in g  to  which th e  in f a n t  Jesus passed th ro u g h  the  w a lls  o f  the  
womb as H is  re s u r re c te d  body d id  a fte rw a rd s  o u t o f  the  tomb o r th rou g h  
th e  c lo se d  d oo rs . Thus J o v in ia n  was no t ju s t  c o n t ro v e rs ia l but 
adjudged to  be h e r e t ic a l ,  and h is  book was condemned in  synods a t  Rome
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and M ila n  a t  around 390, a f t e r  Je rom e’ s f r ie n d  and p a tro n  Pammachius 
had b rough t i t  to  th e  n o t ic e  o f  Pope S i r ic iu s .  [2 8 ]
However. J o v in ia n ’ s v ie w s  were e x p re s s iv e  o f  th e  unease f e l t  by 
many a t  the  tim e  -  Jerome a t t e s t s  to  h is  success in  in f lu e n c in g  those  
who have a lre a d y  vowed v i r g i n i t y  to  m arry  [ 2 9 ] -  n o tw ith s ta n d in g  h is  
la c k  o f  o rth o d o xy . The fu r io u s  tone  o f  Jerom e’ s t r e a t is e  a g a in s t him 
was s c a rc e ly ,  one m ig h t have th o u g h t, to  be expec ted  f o r  a t r e a t is e  
d e fe n d in g  accep ted  o rth o d o x y . ’ They a f f i r m  th a t  to  preach up c h a s t i t y  
t i l l  no com parison is  l e f t  between a w ife  and a v i r g i n  i s  e q u iv a le n t 
to  a condem nation o f  m a trim o n y ’ and Jerome must a s s e r t  a t  le n g th  th a t  
to  p re fe r  v i r g i n i t y  i s  n o t to  condemn m a rr ia g e , r e i t e r a t in g  h is  
com parison o f  g o ld  w ith  s i l v e r ,  o f  the  100- f o ld  w ith  the  30- f o ld ;  h is
f a u l t s  as they  have been ju d ge d , he a sseve ra tes  b i t t e r l y ,  a re  n o t in
fa c t  h is  a t  a l l ,  he is  m e re ly  expounding th e  a p o s t le  who is  th e  f i r s t  
to  make, the  d is t in c t i o n ;  b u t th a t  ’w h i ls t  he app lauds those  who le a d  
th e  van, he does no t d esp ise  those who b r in g  up th e  r e a r ’ . The issu e
as Jerome sees i t  is  c le a r :  o f  two paths one is  p re fe ra b le ,  b u t the
o th e r la w fu l ; one b r in g s  g re a t rew ards, th e  o th e r m oderate rew ards. 
’ The n u p t ia l t i e  i s  n o t to  be avo ided  as a crim e but to  be re fu s e d  as 
a hard b u rd e n ’ . [3 0 ]  As one who had p re v io u s ly  defended a 
tw ic e -m a rr ie d  b ishop  as be ing  w i t h in  the  bounds o f  la w fu ln e s s  and 
adv ised  a g a in s t th e  in d iv id u a l  in  q u e s t io n  b e in g  p i l l o r i e d  ( i f  o n ly  
because o f  h is  c y n ic a l r id e r  th a t ,  a f t e r  a l l  ' th e  whole w o rld  i s  
f i l l e d  w ith  persons o rd a in e d  in  s im i la r  c irc u m s ta n c e s ') ,  h is  
bew ilderm ent a t  the  charges le v e l le d  a t  h im  w ith  re g a rd  to  h is  
o rth o d o xy  is  u n d e rs ta n d a b le ; ’ I  have sa id  th a t  th e re  a re  d iv e r s i t ie s  
o f g i f t s  in  the  Church, and th a t  v i r g i n i t y  i s  one g i f t  and w ed lock 
a n o th e r . . .  Can i t  be s a id  th a t  I  condemn th a t  w h ich  in  th e  c le a re s t  
term s I  d e c la re  to  be the  g i f t  o f  God?’ ’ From a l l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  i t  i s  
c le a r  th a t  I  have s a id  n o th in g  a t  a l l  new c o n c e rn in g  v i r g i n i t y  and
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m a rria g e , bu t have fo l lo w e d  in  a l l  re s p e c ts  th e  Judgement o f 
Ambrose and o th e rs  who have d iscussed  the  d o c tr in e s  o f  the  C hurch ’ . 
[ 31 ] But th e  fu r o r e  was e q u a lly  u nd e rs tan d ab le  g iv e n  th e  pungency w ith  
w h ich  Jerome expressed  h is  p re fe re n c e ; ’ [The A p o s t le ]  d id  no t say, i t  
i s  good n o t to  have a w i fe :  b u t i t  i s  good n o t to  touch  a woman, as
though th e re  were danger even in  the  to u c h : as though he who touched
her w ou ld  n o t escape from  her who "h u n te th  f o r  th e  p re c io u s  l i f e " ,  who 
causeth  the  young man’ s u n d e rs ta n d in g  to  f l y  a w a y .’ W h ile  n o t a c tu a l ly  
condemning m a rr ia g e , -  ’Do I  condemn m arriage  i f  I  enumerate i t s  
t ro u b le s ,  such as the  c ry in g  o f in fa n ts ,  the  death  o f  c h i ld re n ,  the  
chance o f a b o r t io n ,  dom estic  lo s s e s  and so f o r t h ? ’ -  Jerome has been 
q u i te  j u s t l y  c h a r e d  w ith  b r in g in g  i t  in to  d is re p u te .  He is  c a r e fu l ly  
w i t h in  th e  law  a ls o  on h is  s ta te m e n ts  on m a rry in g  more than  once ; ’ I  
do n o t condemn d ig a m is ts  o r t r ig a rn is ts ,  o r even, to  p u t an extrem e 
case, o c tagam is t s ’ -  and w ith  s ta te m e n ts  such as ’ i t  i s  more to le r a b le  
f o r  a woman to  p r o s t i t u t e  h e r s e lf  to  one man tha n  to  many’ who co u ld  
f a i l  to  be reassured?  To say ’W edlock is  l i k e  a p la n k  o f fe re d  to  a 
sh ipw recked man and by i t s  means you may remedy what p re v io u s ly  you 
have done a m is s ’ i s  n o t, by th e  l e t t e r  o f the  law , to  pronounce i t  
condemned, c e r t a in ly ;  bu t i t  i s  sm a ll wonder th a t  Pammachius and 
Jerom e’ s o th e r  f r ie n d s  were so anx iou s  to  w ith o ld  th e  t r e a t is e  from  
p u b l ic a t io n ,  however u n s u c c e s s fu lly .  [3 2 ]  The most l i t e r a l  o rth o d o xy  
d id  n o t save Jerome from  once a g a in  p ro v o k in g  those  a f r a id  o r
u n w i l l in g  to  re g a rd  the  A p o s t le ’ s d ic ta te s  on m a rria g e  in  t h e i r
s t r i c t e s t  sense.
P ra c t ic a l c o n s id e ra t io n s :  a s c e tic is m  and th e  age o f  consent
The s i t u a t io n  be ing  such, devout C h r is t ia n  women o f  the  tim e  had 
to  make a ch o ice . M a rria g e , o r r a th e r ,  m a rria g e  in  i t s  f u l l  sexua l 
c a p a c ity  was th e  g re a t d iv id e  as to  th e  s tan d a rd  by which o ne ’ s
devoutness was ju d ge d ; the  ch o ice  was between the  a c q u is i t io n  o f m e r it
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through abne^tion of one's sexual capacity, or enoompassment of one’ s 
d e v o tio n s  w i th in  i t .  We shou ld  he re  c o n s id e r, however, th e
p r a c t i c a l i t i e s  and th e  fo r c e  o f  e x te rn a l fa c to r s  on such a
d e c is io n -m a k in g  p rocess . F o r some, th e  id e a  o f  a c h o ic e  was p u re ly  
n o t io n a l -  th e  ch o ice  was t h r u s t  upon them, A c o n s id e ra t io n  ' o f  
p re -e m in e n t im portance  in  th e  s tu d y  o f  women in  th e  c o n te x t o f  
p a t r i s t i c  id e o lo g y  is  th e  backdrop o f  L a te  Roman s o c ie ty  w ith
co n co m ita n t s o c ia l and pee r p re ssu re  in  fa v o u r  o f  m a rriag e  and
p a r t i c u la r l y  f o r  e a r ly  m a rria g e  -  by o u r s tanda rds  -  in  th e  c i r c le s  
most a c c e s s ib le  t o  o u r v ie w , th e  a r is to c ra c y  and m in o r n o b i l i t y .  That 
g i r l s  co u ld  be m a rr ie d  ’ to o  e a r ly ’ was n o t a concep t t h a t  had much
meaning in  Roman eyes, a f a c t  bemoaned by Roman w r i t e r s  and d o c to rs  
[ 3 3 ] ;  w h ile  th e  Codex J u s tin iA n u a  renews a law  s ta t in g  th e  le g a l 
minimum age o f  m a rria g e  f o r  g i r l s  was 12 (14 f o r  boys) i t  seems to  
have been one o f  th e  le g e *  jm pA rfae tA A , th a t  i s ,  n e i th e r  th re a te n in g  
t h e i r  v io la t o r s  w ith  p e n a lt ie s  n o r in v a l id a t in g  t h e i r  t ra n s g re s s io n , 
and oases o f g i r l s  m a rrie d  b e fo re  t h e i r  tw e l f th  ye a r were n o t
uncommon, [3 4 ]  E xam in ing t h i s  t re n d ,  M.K, Hopkins argues th a t  th e re  
was n o th in g  t e r r i b l y  o u t o f  th e  way in  p re -pubescen t m a rriag e s  in  an 
age w h ich  seems t o  have p laced  p u b e rty  in  th e  fo u r te e n th  y e a r b u t 
le g a liz e d  m a rria g e  f o r  g i r l s  in  th e  1 2 th  y e a r and c i t e s ,  amongst o th e r  
e v id en ce , th e  e p ita p h s  penned by two C h r is t ia n  w r i t e r s ,  A g a th ia s  and 
Pau lus S i le n t ia r iu s  t o  g i r l s  who d ie d  aged 12 and 14 d e s c r ib in g  them 
as r ip e  f o r  m a rriag e  in  s u p p o rt o f  an e a r l ie r  r a th e r  th a n  a l a t e r  v iew  
o f  th e  id e a l m a rr ia g e a b le  age, [353 B re n t Shaw, ta k in g  a w id e r sample 
o f  ev idence , has argued th a t  modes o f  age a t  f i r s t  m a rriag e  in  th e  
W estern Reman Empire as a w ho le  tended to  be skewed more t y p ic a l l y
tow ards th e  la t e  teens  -  ta k in g  as th e  b as is  f o r  h is  d e d u c tio n s  th e  
mean age a t  w h ich  p a re n ts  ’ d e c l in e ’ as th e  ccmmemmorating p a r ty  and 
husbands ta ke  ove r in  fu n e ra ry  d e d ic a t io n s  to  dead g i r l s .  T h is  i s  
necessary  because o f  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  in  f in d in g  in s c r ip t io n s  a t t e s t in g
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le n g th  o f  m a rria g e  and age a t  dea th  from  o u ts id e  th e  l im i t e d  sphere o f  
u rban  I t a l y ,  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  the  C ity  o f Rome; b u t i t  does b r in g  i t s  
own d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f know ing how lo n g  th e  young co up le s  a t te s te d  in  the  
sample had been m a rr ie d . However, Shaw in d ic a te s  th e  s tro n g  
p r o b a b i l i t y  th a t  ev idence  based on C ity  d w e lle rs  as g a th e red  in  the  
Harkness and L e c le rq  samples i s  n o t e v id e n t ia l  f o r  th e  gene ra l t re n d . 
[3 6 ]
A g a in s t t h i s ,  th e  ev idence  o f  th e  m ed ica l w r i t in g s  and b e l ie f s  o f  
the  tim e  must be borne in  m ind. I t  i s  c le a r  th a t  Roman d o c to rs  made -  
and went on m aking -  some fundam enta l a na tom ica l e r ro rs  about fem a le  
re p ro d u c t io n ;  f o r  in s ta n c e  th a t  th e  va g in a  was sea led  c o m p le te ly  by 
an in te r n a l  membrane between th e  womb and th e  hymen; and th a t  
in te rc o u rs e  induced  m e n s tru a tio n . These were the  r e s u l t  p a r t ly  o f  
t h e i r  s e c lu s io n  from  th e  c e n tre  o f  o p e ra tio n s  a t  c h i ld b i r t h  and a l l  
e xa m in a tio n s  p r io r  to  i t ;  b u t more s p e c i f i c a l l y  because o f the  
p re v a le n t custom o f p re -p ub e scen t m a rriage  o f th e  g i r l s  concerned -  as 
was re p e a te d ly ,  and v a in ly ,  p o in te d  o u t to  them by such G re e k - tra in e d  
d o c to rs  as Soranus o f  Ephesus, who d ire c te d  h is  w r i t in g s  p a r t i c u la r l y  
a t  the  fa th e r s  o f g i r l s ,  in  an e f f o r t  to  persuade them n o t to  have 
t h e i r  d augh te rs  m a rr ie d  b e fo re  m e n s tru a tio n . T h is  tends to  in d ic a te ,  
th a t ,  w i t h in  c e r ta in  unde rs tood  p e r im e te rs , the  sample o f  Harkness and 
L e c le rq  is  u s a b le : i t  and th e  m ed ica l ev idence show th a t  g i r l s  d id
m arry  a t  ages e a r l ie r  even th a n  those  a llo w e d  f o r  in  the  la w , g ive n  
th a t  th e  law may have p ro v id e d  f o r  what i t  co n s id e re d  to  be the  lo w e s t 
l i k e l y  age o f  m a rriag e  ra th e r  than  the  most t y p ic a l .  Nor i s  the  f a c t  
th a t  t h i s  ev idence is  o f  a s p e c ia lis e d  n a tu re  a d e t r a c t io n  f o r  t h is  
s tu d y : in  be ing  C ity -b a s e d  and a r is to c r a t ic - c e n t r e d ,  i t  c o in c id e s
w ith  much o f  the  l i t e r a r y  evidence fo r  th e  p e r io d  and f u r th e r  
i l l u s t r a t e s  the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  encounte red  by th e  w ou ld -be  a s c e t ic  o u t 
o f  th e  to p  draw er o f Roman s o c ie ty .  C e r ta in ly  P lu ta rc h ,  w r i t i n g  about
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what he knows, to an audience of shared experience, says 'the 
R om ans...g ive  t h e i r  maidens In  m a rriag e  when they  a re  tw e lv e  ye a rs  o r  
even younger. In  t h i s  way more th a n  any o th e r ,  i t  was th o u g h t bo th  
t h e i r  beds and t h e i r  d is p o s it io n s  would be pure and u n d e fi le d  when 
t h e i r  husbands to o k  c o n t ro l o f  them *. [373
Something in c re a s in g  th e  p re ssu re  tow ards m a rriag e  f o r  g i r l s  
w h ich  needs s ta t in g  fro m  th e  p o in t  o f  v iew  o f  to d a y 's  h is t o r ia n  i s  
th a t  th e  Romans ( in  any age) seem to  have had no co nce p t, as no 
in s ta n c e s , o f  's u rp lu s  women*. Though ev idence  on th e  p reva le n ce  o f  
th e  custom o f  exposure o f in fa n ts  i s  hard  t o  come by (though  i t  was 
n o t p ro h ib ite d  t i l l  374) D io  comments on th e  few e r women th a n  men in  
th e  f re e b o m  p o p u la t io n  o f  18 BCj Jane G ardner has p o in te d  o u t th a t  
t h is  i s  ' d e m o g ra p h ica lly  s u r p r is in g ' and conc ludes th a t  th e  Im balance 
o f  sexes in c re a se d  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  m a rriage  a t  an e a r ly  age. There 
i s  no word in  L a t in  f o r  's p in s t e r 's  'b e fo re  C h r is t ia n i t y  consecra ted  
c e lib a c y  unm arried  a d u lt  women must have been r a r e . '  [383 In  th e  upper 
c la s s e s , daugh te rs  m a rry  u n t i l  in  th e  fo u r th  c e n tu ry  th e y  beg in  t o  o p t 
o u t ;  a norm d i f f i c u l t  p ro p e r ly  t o  g ra sp  f o r  those  w i th  to d a y 's  lo n g  
s o c io lo g ic a l and l i t e r a r y  h is to r y  o f  're d u n d a n t' women and o f  m a rriag e  
as a d e s ira b le  and f r e q u e n t ly  u n a tta in a b le  g o a l.  F o r many g i r l s  th e  
p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  d e c l in in g  m a rria g e  was o u t o f  t h e i r  hands in  any case. 
A woman ja u i JU iilla  l i k e  M a rc e lla  (widowed a t  an e a r ly  enough age to  
make re m a rr ia g e  a re a so n a b ly  a u to m a tic  assum ption  f o r  h e r m other 
A lb in a )  m ig h t e x e rc is e  ch o ice  a g a in s t m a rry in g  even 'a  husband, n o t a 
f o r t u n e ';  f o r  p ro s p e c tiv e  p a r tn e rs  s t i l l  in  p o te s ta ta te , th e  re le v a n t  
p a r t ie s  whose consent was re q u ire d  t o  v a l id a te  th e  m a rriage  were t h e i r  
Pft.tr.ea. Paul th e  j u r i s t  says th a t  m a rriages  shou ld  n o t ta ke  p la ce  
w ith o u t  th e  m in o rs ' consen t b u t t h a t  in  th e  case o f  i t  happen ing , the  
m a rriag e  shou ld  n o t be d is s o lv e d ;  U lp ia n  is  o f  th e  o p in io n  th a t  th e  
d a u g h te r 's  consent can o n ly  be w ith h e ld  in  th e  even t o f  th e  p a te r
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s e le c t in g  someone m o ra lly  u n d e s ira b le . [ 39 ]
In  la t e  Roman tim e s , the n , even i f  the  g i r l  concerned escaped th e  
h e a v ie r m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  p a t r ia  p o te s ta s . her a s c e t ic  in c l in a t io n s  
must combat a s o c ia l e x p e c ta t io n  tan tam ount to  c o e rc io n  tow ards 
m a rriage  and th a t  a t  an age w h ich , i f  not co n s id e re d  p rem ature  [4 0 ] ,  
was to o  soon to  e nco u n te r in  the g i r l  in v o lv e d  a r e a l i s t i c  f a c u l t y  f o r  
making such a momentous d e c is io n  (excep t in  th e  case o f  a Eustochium , 
w ith  a s tro n g  f a m i l ia l  c o u n te r - in f lu e n c e ) ;  frcxn the  s ta n d p o in t o f  the  
t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s ,  perhaps, one o f the  advantages o f  th e  system . One
shou ld  remember th a t  t h i s  i s  a fa c to r  a f f e c t in g  men in  our p e r io d ,
to o :  Pachomius was face d  w ith  an e n fo rce d  m a rriag e  by h is  pagan
fa m ily ;  and Abba Amoun had been com pelled in t o  m a rr ia g e , e i th e r  by 
' r i c h  p a re n ts  who fo rc e d  him to  m arry a g a in s t h is  w i l l ’ , o r ,  in  
P a l la d iu s ’ more d e ta i le d  v e rs io n ,  ’ be ing unab le  to  r e s is t  the  p ressure
o f  h is  u n c le ’ who was h is  p a te r fa m il ia s .  However, the  men m a n ife s t
more c a p a c ity  to  a l t e r  th e  s ta te  imposed on them tha n  do th e  g i r l s :  
Pachomius f le d  b e fo re  h is  m a rriag e  cou ld  take  p la c e ; Amoun, ’when the y  
had com pelled  him  to  [m a rry ] . . .  persuaded th e  g i r l  in  th e  b r id a l 
chamber th a t  they  shou ld  p reserve  t h e i r  v i r g i n i t y  in  s e c r e t ’ w h ich  
they d id  f o r  some e ig h te e n  y e a rs , by P a l la d iu s ’ a ccou n t, u n t i l  he 
d epa rted  f o r  N i t r i a ,  le a v in g  her to  c o n ve rt h e r househo ld  and tu r n  her 
house in to  a m onaste ry. In  th e  case o f g i r l s ,  P e te r Brown th e o r iz e s  
th a t  in  some cases the  ch o ice  f o r  abn e ga tio n  was, as i t  w ere, c a r r ie d  
over a g e n e ra tio n  by b e ing  passed on to  one o f the  c h i ld re n ;  M artha 
the  m other o f  Simeon the  Younger o f  A n tio c h  ra is e d  her son frcm  th e  4Is t a r t  w ith  th e  in te n t io n  th a t  he shou ld  become a s t y l i t e ,  s in c e  her 1i
own y e a rn in g  f o r  s a n c t i t y  had been cu t s h o rt by an a rranged  m a rria g e , 4
a g a in s t her w i l l .  T h is  i s  ano the r consequence o f  an e a r ly  ]
m a rria g e a b le  age ; i t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to  s p e c u la te  on how many o f o u r 4
n o ta b le  a s c e t ic s  were th e  p roduc t o f m a te rna l re p in in g s  over a J
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th w a rte d  lo n g in g  f o r  'th e  d e s e r t ' .  A lin e  R o u s s e lle  s im i la r ly  
p o s tu la te s  th a t  f o r  t h i s  reason  v i r g i n i t y  t r e a t is e s  were more d ire c te d  
tow ards th e  m others o f  p ro m is in g  d au g h te rs , who would  in  a l l  
l ik e l ih o o d  be to o  young to  a c t upon them, even i f  the y  d id  unde rs tand  
them. There a re  many o bv ious  such exam ples: P au la  w ith  Eustoch ium ,
J u lia n a  w ith  D e m e trias , A v ita  w ith  Eunomia. [4 1 ]
I t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  C h r is t ia n i t y  does have a ta n g e n t ia l e f f e c t  on 
Roman s o c ie ty  in  re s p e c t o f m a r i ta l  age f o r  g i r l s .  From s p e c i f i c a l l y  
C h r is t ia n  ranks  i s  re v e a le d  a tre n d  le a d in g  away from  s o c ie ta l norms 
o f  m a rria g e  a t  th e  e a r l ie s t  v ia b le  age. T h is  i s  observed  in  H o p k in s ' 
a n a ly s is  o f th e  age o f  m a rriage  o f  C h r is t ia n  g i r l s  as compared w ith  
th a t  o f pagan g i r l s ,  d e r iv e d  frcm  the  c o l la t io n  o f fu n e ra ry  
in s c r ip t io n s  (m o s tly  from  C IL ) from  which th e  age o f  th e  g i r l s  
concerned a t  m a rria g e  can be a s c e r ta in e d . The s t r i k in g  f a c to r  in  t h is  
s tu d y , as he n o te s , i s  th a t  th e  modal [4 2 ] age a t  m a rriag e  o f pagan 
g i r l s  was 12 to  15 (43 .41  %) w h ile  f o r  C h r is t ia n  g i r l s  i t  was 15 to  18 
(41 .67  %)• As B re n t Shaw has in d ic a te d ,  however, t h i s  may be a s o c ia l 
phenomenon ra th e r  tha n  a r e l ig io u s  one; he n o tes  th a t  t y p ic a l  
in s c r ip t io n s  from  th e  'p a ga n ' s e t 'a re  u s u a lly  re a son a b ly  e la b o ra te  
s tones , w ith  a f i v e  to  te n  l in e  e p ita p h  in s c r ib e d  in  f a i r  to  e x c e l le n t  
le t t e r - c u t t i n g ,  and w ith  th e  o cca s io n a l a d d it io n  o f  a fu n e ra ry  
p o r t r a i t  o f  the  deceased, o f te n  in  a c o n ju g a l o r f a m i l ia l  s e t t in g '  
w h ile  th e  C h r is t ia n  in s c r ip t io n s  'can  be p e rc e iv e d  a t  f i r s t  g la nce , 
even by the  n o n -e x p e r t,  as produced o u t o f  an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  
s o c ia l m i l ie u .  T h e ir  q u a l i t y  is  e xce e d in g ly  p o o r '.  From t h is  
ev idence i t  may be the  case, as Shaw a rgues, th a t  th e  'C h r is t ia n *  
in s c r ip t io n s  m ere ly  p ro v id e  us w ith  an in s ig h t  in t o  th e  f re e  poor and 
poor o f d is ta n t  s e r v i le  o r ig in s  o f  Rome, to  whcm the  h a b it  o f  fu n e ra ry  
commemmoration was sp re a d in g  a f t e r  the  b e g in n in g  o f  the  fo u r th  
c e n tu ry , ra th e r  than  be ing  p e c u l ia r ly  'C h r i s t i a n ' .  B u t, as he
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in d ic a te s ,  the  d e f in a b ly  'p a g a n ' ev idence  is  p re d o m in a n tly  from  th e  
more w e l l - o f f  c la s s e s ; so g iv e n  th e  la c k  o f  a n y  re a l evidence from  the  
p o in t  o f  v iew  o f  th e  'p a g a n ' f r e e  and s e r v i le  poor, t h i s  assum ption  i s  
s u re ly  as unfounded -  o r as r e l ia b le  -  as th a t  o f  H opkins and o th e rs . 
A l l  th a t  can be in fe r r e d  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  from  these  sam ples, backed up 
by our l i t e r a r y  sources , i s  t h e i r  s tro n g  u p p e r-c la s s  b ia s , C h r is t ia n  
and pagan, tow ards  e a r ly  m a rria g e . T h is  b r in g s  a d d i t io n a l  
c o m p lic a tio n s . W h ile  g i r l s  may have f i r s t  m a rr ie d  in  t h e i r  la t e  
teens . R ich a rd  S a i le r  has shown th a t  men tended to  beg in  m a rry in g  in  
t h e i r  m id t o '  la t e  tw e n t ie s  w ith  modes in  th e  range o f  27 to  30 . and 
hence an age-gap o f  te n  o r  more ye a rs  between husband and w ife  was 
f a i r l y  t y p ic a l .  However, th e  in d ic a t io n s  a re  th a t  u p p e r-c la s s  
p a t te rn s  o f m a rria g e  exaggera ted  t h is  tendency tow ards  an age-gap, 
s in ce  modes o f  m a rriag e  f o r  g i r l s  were s ig n i f i c a n t ly  lo w e r, bu t f o r  
men were p ro b a b ly  much the  same as those o f men in  th e  low e r c la s s e s ; 
and t h is  w id e r gap between husband and w ife  w ould  have s ig n i f ic a n t  
im p lic a t io n s  f o r  re p ro d u c t io n ,  co n ju g a l r e la t io n s ,  widowhood and 
re m a rria g e , and th e  d e v o lu t io n  o f  p ro p e rty . [433
T h is  s e ts  the  scene f o r  much o f o u r l i t e r a r y  e v id en ce : ou r
w r i te r s  show us M e la n ia  th e  E ld e r m a rrie d  a t  14 by p a re n ta l command 
and widowed by h e r 22nd y e a r, M a rc e lla , a y o u th fu l widow a f t e r  o n ly  7 
months o f  m a rriag e  r e s is t in g  a re m a rriag e  w ith  the  e ld e r ly  N e r ia t iu s  
C e r ia l is ,  M e lan ia  the  Younger m a rr ie d  in  h e r 13th yea r and M acrina  
p ro v id e d  w ith  a husband (though the  m arriage  never a c tu a l ly  happened 
because o f  h is  sudden d ea th ) in  h e r 12th yea r [4 4 ] ,  T h is  i s  to  say, 
i n  f a c t ,  th a t  o f  our most p rom inen t examples o f  a s c e t ic is m , bo th  o f 
v i r g i n i t y  and widowhood, those o u t o f  the  to p -d ra w e r a re  p a r t i c u la r l y  
unusual in  t h e i r  p re coc iousness  a n d /o r d e te rm in a t io n  in  t h e i r  
d e c is io n s ;  presum ably s in c e  more s u b je c t to  f a m i l i a l  p ressure  tow ards  
an e a r ly  m a rriage  o r a s w i f t  re m a rria g e . T h is  sheds new l i g h t  on the
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o v e r- re p o r te d  s t ru g g le  o f  th e  o v e r-re p re s e n te d  a r is t o c r a t i c  women; as 
I t  i s  d is p ro p o r t io n a te ly  re p re s e n te d , so perhaps i t  was 
d is p ro p o r t io n a te ly  d i f f i c u l t »  Those who had, l i k e  M e lan ia  th e  Younger 
and E ustoch ium , t o  'ta k e  o n ' t h e i r  fa m i ly  t o  adop t a s c e t ic is m  f i g h t  
n o t  o n ly  th e  s o c ia l norm tow ards  m a rria g e  as in e v i t a b le ,  b u t a ls o  th e  
c la s s  tendency tow ards th e  e a r l i e r  end o f  th e  m a rria g e a b le  age sca le  -
w h ic h , as th e  in s c r ip t io n s  o f  two g i r l s  m a rr ie d  a t  6 and 7
re s p e c t iv e ly  [4 5 ]  in d ic a te ,  c o u ld  s t a r t  e a r ly  in d ee d . T h is  p u ts  
Eustoch ium ' 8 d e c is io n  f o r  v i r g i n i t y  a t  around th e  age o f  10 in  a 
r ^ a t i v e l y  m ature  l i g h t ,  and D e m e tria s ' d e c is io n  ju s t  b e fo re  h e r 
p ro je c te d  m a rriag e  a t  14 i s  tow ards th e  upper end o f  th e  a r is t o c r a t i c  
c u rv e ; by th e  s tanda rds  o f  A g a th iu s  and Paulus S i le n t ia r iu s  -  and many 
o th e r  Roman a u th o rs  -  she would  have been regarded  as h ig h ly  n u b ile .  
G i r ls  o f t h is  age were a ls o  co n s id e re d  as be ing  re s p o n s ib le  f o r  t h e i r  
own a c t io n s  in  t h i s  re s p e c t -  t o  th e  e x te n t th a t  le g a l a d v ice  e x is te d  
f o r  husbands and concub ines w a n tin g  to  b r in g  charges o f  a d u lte ry  
a g a in s t p a r tn e rs  o f  younger th a n  12. [4 6 ]
In  th e  l i g h t  o f  C h r is t ia n  e s d ia to lo g ic a l id e a s , t h i s  k in d  o f  
c o n d it io n in g  g ive s  r is e  t o  a c e r ta in  amount o f  d o u b le th in k in g  on th e  
p a r ts  o f  concerned p a re n ts , and some examples o f  s o c ia l a n x ie ty
r e s u l t in g  in  e x te rn a l a tte m p ts  t o  re g u la te  th e  norm. L i t t l e  e ls e
co u ld  e x p la in  th e  in s ta n c e  o f  P ra e te x ta ta  and H y m e ttin s ' in te r fe re n c e  
w ith  th e  p re -pubescen t E us toch ium 's  u p b r in g in g  and e x p e c ta t io n s ; by 
f a i r l y  crude means, g iv e n  th e  p e rv a s iv e  n a tu re  o f  h e r 
c o u n te r -c o n d it io n in g .  They o f f e r  h e r th e  te m p ta tio n s  o f  pe rsona l 
adornm ent, r i c h  d resses and so on, presum ably im a g in in g  th a t  any 
'r ig h t -m in d e d ' g i r l  o f  h e r age c o u ld  n o t f a i l  t o  be won ove r th u s . 
Jerome e x u lts  o ve r t h e i r  f a i l u r e  and a t t r ib u te s  P ra e te x ta ta 's  
p rem ature dea th  soon a f t e r  t o  d iv in e  r e t r ib u t io n  f o r  t h i s  a tte m p t to  
s u b v e rt one o f  G od 's chosen v i r g in s  [4 7 ] .  However, t h i s  must have
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been le s s  than  c o n v in c in g  in  an age where the  c o m p a ra tiv e ly  y o u th fu l 
dea th  o f  a w ife  was a s u f f i c i e n t l y  re g u la r  o ccu rre n ce , as w itn e s s  th e  
cases o f a l l  th re e  o f  E u s to ch iu m 's  s is t e r s ;  though o n ly  one o f  them 
had d ie d  b e fo re  she l e f t  Rome, th e  p r o b a b i l i t ie s  o f  s u rv iv in g  many 
ye a rs  o f  m a rria g e  and c h i ld - b i r t h  were never b e t te r  than  evens; a 
c o n s id e ra t io n  w h ich  must have weighed w ith  th e  p re -p ub e scen t c h i ld .  
B u t P ra e te x ta ta  was n o t ju s t  re p re s e n t in g  s o c ia l p ressure  o r
a n t i - C h r is t ia n  o ld e r  g e n e ra tio n  o p in io n ;  she m ig h t w e ll  a ls o  have 
been p ro p e r ly  w o rr ie d  about he r n ie c e 's  h e a lth  i f  she fo l lo w e d  t h is
odd p a th . T h e '^ p s  in  th e  knowledge o f Roman d o c to rs  extended to  d ir e  
p ro g n o s t ic a t io n s  as to  the  dangers o f de layed  d e f lo r a t io n .  
C o n ce iva b ly . P ra e te x ta ta  was in f lu e n c e d  by the  o p in io n s  o f  d o c to rs  
such as Rufus ( c i te d  by O r ib a s iu s . a c o u r t d o c to r in  the  4 th  c e n tu ry )  
th a t  i l l n e s s  such as p le th o ra ,  overabundance o f  humours, and th e  
a tte n d a n t problem s th re a te n e d  g i r l s  who s tayed  v i r g in s  to o  lo n g . [4 8 ]  
Perhaps she would  have met w ith  more success had she w a ite d  a l i t t l e ,  
f o r  the occu rre nce  o f th e  'h a s ty  d e s ire s ' in  g i r l s  th a t  M acrob ius 
c o n s id e rs  th e  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  m a rriag e  a t  12 , a c c o u n tin g  f o r  i t  by the  
g re a te r  degree o f  hea t in  g i r l s .  Perhaps, indeed , t h i s  i s  the  reason  
f o r  the  e p ig ra p h ic  ev idence  o f la t e r  m a rriag e s  f o r  C h r is t ia n  g i r l s ;  
the  le n g th  o f  tim e  needed f o r  them to  be "warmed" o u t o f  a d e s ire  f o r  
nundom by th e  onse t o f p u b e rty . However, to  back her p o s i t io n ,  
Eustoch ium  -  and the  o th e rs  l i k e  h e r -  m ig h t have read  and, g iv e n  he r 
s i s t e r s '  e xp e rie n c e , b e lie v e d  Soranus. th a t  'among women we see th a t  
those who, f o r  reasons o f  ru le s  o f s e rv ic e  to  th e  Gods have fo rs w o rn  
in te rc o u rs e  and those  who have been kept v i r g in s .a s  o rd a in e d  by law 
a re  le s s  s u s c e p t ib le  to  d is e a s e ' w h ile  m a rr ie d  women d id  no t e n jo y
good h e a lth .  [4 9 ]
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A nother case o f e x te rn a l re g u la t io n s  o f  b eh a v io u r i s  th e  a t t i t u d e
o f  the  ( C h r is t ia n )  crowd a t  P a u la 's  fu n e ra l,  and t h e i r  in t e r p r e ta t io n
o f  P a u la 's  b e h a v io u r;
" I s n ' t  t h i s  what w e 've  sa id?  She weeps f o r  her daugh te r,
k i l l e d  w ith  f a s t in g ;  she wanted her t o  m arry  a g a in , th a t  she
m ig h t have g ra n d c h ild re n . . .T h e y 'v e  m is le d  t h i s  unhappy la d y ;  
th a t  s h e 's  n o t a nun from  ch o ice  is  c le a r . "  [ 5 0 ]
T h is  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  as a p ro te s t  a t  the  c u r re n t  d r i f t  o f  o p in io n  in  a
ce n tu ry  n o ta b le  f o r  more f re q u e n t d e c is io n s  a g a in s t m a rriage  and a
h ig h e r ra te  o f c o n t in e n t widowhood (backed up even by the  la w ; from
th e  4 th  c e n tu ry  the  le g a l minimum in te r v a l  between the  death  o f a
husband and re -m a rr ia g e  was one y e a r, as opposed to  th e  p re v io u s
t r a d i t i o n  o f  10 months w ith  le g a l p e n a lt ie s  f o r  those  no t s w i f t  to
rem arry  [ 5 1 ] ) .  Jerome uses t h i s  as a s t ic k  to  beat P au la , by c o n tra s t
w ith  the  c ro w d 's  n o rm a tive  p o s i t io n ;  he r a t t i t u d e s  were ' u n f i t t i n g ' ,
even 'd e te s ta b le ' in  a C h r is t ia n  m o the r; B le s i l l a  w i l l  say 'she  i s
no t my m other who d is p le a s e s  my L o r d ' .  [5 2 ]  N o n e th le ss , we have o n ly
Je rom e 's  word (backed by P a u la ’ s e m o tion a l fe rv o u r  in  la t e r  l i f e )  th a t
she d id  n o t in  f a c t  e xpec t and lo o k  fo rw a rd  to  the  p rospec t o f the
c o n t in u a t io n  o f  her ( e a r th ly )  fa m ily  th rough  g ra n d -c h ild re n ;  th e re  i s
n o th in g  to  say th a t  she d id  n o t fe e l in  f a c t  two a s c e t ic  women in  the
fa m ily  to  be enough f o r  heaven ly  preem inence, le a v in g  th e  e a r th ly
branch to  c a r ry  on w ith  the tem pora l n o t a b i l i t y .
The most n o ta b le  example o f a f a m i l i a l  a tte m p t to  impose 
c o n fo rm ity  on the  p a r t o f  C h r is t ia n  p a re n ts  was th a t  o f  P u b lic o la  and 
A lb in a  ta k in g  le g a l a c t io n  a g a in s t t h e i r  daugh te r M e la n ia  the  Younger 
and he r husband to  th w a r t t h e i r  a s c e t ic  endeavours, on the  grounds 
th a t  they were in  p o te s ta te ,  more o v e r t ly  m o tiv a te d  by the  dangers to  
the  fa m ily  p ro p e rty  th a t  M e lan ia  and P in ia n u s  were d is p o s in g  o f so 
b l i t h e ly .  N one the less . M e lan ia  had m a rr ie d  in  th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e  
d e s p ite  a w ish  to  fo l lo w  the  example o f  P u b l ic o la 's  own m other 
(M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r ) ,  and even tw ic e  a ttem p ted  to  produce an h e ir ,  due
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to  f a m i l ia l  e x p e c ta t io n s .  [ 5 3 ]
The Church w r i t e r s  o f  th e  4 th  C en tu ry  were b r in g in g  new 
te n d e n c ie s  to  bear in  the  fa m ily ,  as we w i l l  exam ine in  C hapter 4, 
w ith  th e  in c re a s in g  d is s e m in a t io n  o f  m onastic  id e a ls  th rou g h  a w id e r 
s e c t io n  o f s o c ie ty .  In  the  E ast the  tendency was s t i l l  f o r  the  W orld  
and th e  D e se rt to  be d is t in c t  from  each o th e r ,  though th e  W orld  would  
c a l l  on th e  re s o u rc e s  o f th e  D ese rt f o r  a r b i t r a t i o n  and p r o te c t io n ;  
W estern w r i t e r s  such as A ug u s tine  and Jerome were in t r o d u c in g  e lem ents  
o f the  D e se rt in to  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  W orld , a t te m p t in g  to  make these  
v a lu e s  a re le v a n t  p a r t  o f  l i f e  incum bent on e ve ry  b e l ie v e r  -  a shared 
and heavy r e s p o n s ib i l i t y .
T h is , the n , i s  th e  b a s is  o f  th e  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  in to  w hich the
tre a tm e n t o f the  p ious  woman s e t t le s  in  th e  w orks o f  the  la t e r  
F a th e rs , th e  fo rm u la ic  r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  the  theme o f  ' t h i r t y - f o l d ,  
s i x t y - f o ld ,  one h u n d re d - fo ld ';  the  need to  f in d  an e x p re s s io n  o f  the  
le g it im a c y  o f m a rriag e  and c o n ju g a l r e la t io n s  w i t h in  a w id e r c o n te x t 
o f o th e r  c o n d it io n s .  A bs tin e nce  was no t p e c u l ia r ly  a C h r is t ia n  
c o n t r ib u t io n  to  la t e  a n tiq u e  s o c ie ty  bu t was th e  lo g ic a l  outcome o f  
the  s o c ia l re p re s s io n  o f  women's s e x u a li ty  and pagan e xpe rim en ts  w ith  
co n tin e nce  f o r  r e l ig io u s  reasons (such as th e  w o rs h ip  o f  C yb e le ); bu t 
adopted by the  C h r is t ia n s  i t  a c q u ire d  a new r e g u la r i t y  and resonance. 
T h is  re p re s e n ts  th e  purchase ga ined by the  e a r ly  C h r is t ia n  b e l ie f  in  
'th e  d o c tr in e  o f s e x u a li ty  as a " p r iv i le g e d "  symptom o f p e rsona l
t r a n s fo rm a t io n ',  in  P e te r B ro w n 's  re so u n d in g  p h ra se ; th a t  i t s
avoidance was the s ig n  o f  a g re a te r  commitment, p ossess ion  o f  w h ich  
rendered  one in  a c o n d it io n  o f  u n h e s ita t in g  a v a i l a b i l i t y  to  God and 
o n e 's  community. T h is  s ta te  was a ls o  a s ig n p o s t to  o u ts id e rs ,  hence 
th e  obse ss ive  w o rry in g  about a l l  the  appurtenances o f  modesty and the  
c o n s ta n t ly  r e i t e r a te d  f r e t s  ' t h a t  you m ig h t n o t g ive  scanda l to
u n b e l ie v e r s '.  I t  i s .  f u r t h e r ,  th e  v ic to r y  o f  th e  'm o r a l i ty  o f  the
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s o c ia l ly  v u ln e ra b le *  ove r the  m o ra ls  o f  th e  a r is to c r a c y ,  spearheaded 
by the  a r is t o c r a t i c  women who adopted p re ach in g  on a s c e t ic is m  w ith  
such d is tu r b in g  a la c r i t y .  What, the n , to  a dv ise  to  those  s w e ll in g  th e  
groups l i v i n g  under vows -  re p re s e n t in g  a l l  th a t  more house-bound, and 
thu s  e a rth -b o u n d  women shou ld  a s p ire  to  -  th e  O rders o f  widows and 
v i r g in s ,  was a source  o f  w o rry  to  no t o n ly  the  m odera tes, bu t even, as 
we have seen, o f te n  caused g rave a n x ie ty  to  those  p ro s e ly te s  o f  
a s c e s is  whose counsel they were obey ing . These o rd e rs , in  t h e i r  
p u re s t fo rm s , re p re s e n t in  th e  4 th  ce n tu ry  th e  lo g ic a l  end o f  the  
p re a c h in g  o f  th e  F a th e rs  as d ire c te d  to  women: those  who have heeded
the c a l l  to  com p le te  a b n e g a tio n  and the  m a them a tica l p ro g re s s io n s  o f  
a c q u ire d  v i r t u e  such th a t  'th e  t h i r t y f o l d  [h a rv e s t r e fe r re d  to  in  th e  
Parab le  o f  the  so w e r] r e fe r s  to  m a rriag e  . . .  the  s ix t y f o ld  to  widows 
. . .  th e  one h u n d re d fo ld  . .  expresses th e  crown o f  v i r g i n i t y ' .  [5 4 ] 
The p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs  were n o t m ere ly  r e le g a t in g  women to  a more 
c o n fin e d , because d e f in e d , c o n d it io n ;  the y  were a ls o  th e  v ic t im s  o f 
t h e i r  own a s c e t ic  c o n d it io n in g ,  and the  h e ir s  to  a dilemma g iv e n  f i r s t  
e x p re s s io n , and no s o lu t io n ,  by the  A p o s tle .
We have seen how th e o r ie s  on m a rriage  and v i r g i n i t y  c o n ta in e d  
adv ice  both on th e  c o n d it io n s  in  them se lves and in  r e la t io n  to  th e  
o u ts id e  w o r ld . We s h a l l now co n s id e r how t h is  worked in  p ra c t ic e  in  
th e  cases o f  women who made d i f f e r e n t  c h o ic e s : and w i l l  b e g in  w ith
the cho ice  o f p ie ty  th rough  co n tin e n ce .
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Ibsiliisnce for piety -  virgins and wldCMa 
’Eunuchs for the love of heaven*; avowed v irgin ity
Virginity and theory
’ You know y o u rs e lv e s  how s l ip p e r y  is  th e  path  o f yo u th  . . .  she 
must have the  a d v ic e  and encouragement o f a l l ,  she must be a ided by 
l e t t e r s  from  you. As you know, a g i r l ' s  courage i s  s tre n g th e n e d  when 
she knows th a t  persons in  h ig h  p la ces  a re  in te r e s te d  in  h e r . * (Jerome, 
L e t .  7 .4 )
The re g a rd  in  w h ich  v i r g i n i t y  was h e ld  was equated w ith  the  
s ta n d in g  o f  m artyrdom  in  p re ce d in g  c e n tu r ie s  as the  s ig n  o f a s u p e r io r  
commitment to  C h r is t ia n i t y .  For a l l  th a t  'we do not d isp a ra g e  m a rr ia g e ’ 
and ’ the  f i r s t  n a tu ra l bond o f  human s o c ie ty  i s  th a t  o f man and h is  
w i f e ’ n on e th e le ss  ’ in  th e  r e s u r r e c t io n  th e re  w i l l  be no m a rry in g  nor 
g iv in g  in  m a rr ia g e ’ ; ’ th e  f r u i t f u ln e s s  o f the  f le s h  i s  n o t equal to  h o ly  
v i r g i n i t y ’ , ’ f o r  t h is  i s  a r ic h e r  and more f r u i t f u l  c o n d it io n  o f  
b lessedness, n o t to  have a p regnan t womb but to  deve lop  the s o u l 's  l o f t y
c a p a c i t ie s ’ . V i r g in i t y  is  a g race , bu t a ls o  ’ a h e lp m a te ’ a c c o rd in g  to
G regory o f  Nyssa; i t  i s  incum bent on those p r a c t is in g  i t  to  be s t i l l  
more pure  as they a re  th e  vanguard  o f  the  Church. [ 1 ]  Thus th e  
d if fe re n c e  between f le s h ly  v i r g i n i t y  and s p i r i t u a l  v i r g i n i t y  i s  
s tre s s e d ; ’ v i r g i n i t y  is  o n ly  h o ly  because i t  i s  d e d ica te d  to  God, n o t 
in  i t s e l f ;  i t  i s  f le s h ly  but o f  th e  s p i r i t '  S im i la r ly  John C hrysostom ; 
’ v i r g i n i t y  i s  d e fin e d  n o t ju s t  by the  one p o in t  o f  never h a v in g  had sex :
she who i s  c a re fu l f o r  th in g s  o f  the  w o rld  cannot be a v i r g i n ’ ; th e
’ e v i l  i s  n o t in  c o h a b ita t io n  b u t in  im pedim ents to  the  s t r ic tn e s s  o f  
l i f e ’ By th a t  same toke n , ’ v i r g i n i t y  can be lo s t  even by a th o u g h t. 
These a re  e v i l  v i r g in s ,  v i r g in s  in  f le s h ,  n o t in  s p i r i t ’ . T h is  i s  to  
th e  end th a t  v i r g in s  shou ld  be o f  the  f i r s t  ra n k  in  heaven; D em e trias  i s  
s u p e r io r  to  her u n iv i r j i  m o the r, J u l ia n a :  ’ [s h e ] ,  com ing a f t e r  you in
-  54 —
b i r t h ,  has gone b e fo re  you in  co nd u c t; descended from  you in  lin e a g e  has
r is e n  above you in  h on o u r; f o l lo w in g  you in  age, has gone b e fo re  you in
h o l i n e s s . s p i r i t u a l l y  e n r ic h e d  in  a h ig h e r degree tha n  y o u r s e l f ,  s in c e ,
even w ith  t h i s  a ug m e n ta tio n , you a re  in f e r io r  to  h e r ' .  A ug u s tine  a ls o
recommends to  b ish o p  Q u in t i l ia n u s  'G a lla ,  a widow who has u nde rtaken
h o ly  vows, and he r d au g h te r S im p lic ia ,  who is  s u b o rd in a te  to  h e r m other
because o f her age, bu t su p e rio r, to  her because o f her h o l in e s s '.
S im i la r ly  Eustoch ium  i s  s u p e r io r  to  he r widowed s is t e r  B le s i l l a :  'Y our
s is t e r  B le s i l l a  i s  s u p e r io r  in  age, but in f e r i o r  in  f irm n e s s  o f  w i l l ' .
[ 2 ]  John Chrysostom sums i t  u p : ' t h i s  group i s  a more honourab le  and
p r in c e ly  posse ss io n  th a n  th e  o th e rs . ' T h is  i s  in  a passage where th e
behaviour o f  th e  v i r g in s  i s  in  d ir e c t  c o n tra s t w ith  th a t  o f  th e  w idow s:
As i t  i s  n o t th e  same th in g  f o r  a maiden who i s  f r e e ,  and f o r  
her s e rv in g  woman to  s in ,  so i t  i s  n o t f o r  a v i r g in  and a 
w idow ; because i t  has become a m a tte r o f  in d if fe re n c e  fo r  
w idows to  t a l k  f o o l i s h ly ,  and to  r e v i le  one a n o th e r, and to  
f l a t t e r ,  and to  be sham eless, and to  appear everyw here, and to  
parade in  the  p u b lic  p la c e s ; bu t the  v i r g in  has p repared
h e r s e l f  f o r  g re a te r  th in g s ,  and e n te red  on th e  p u r s u it  o f  the
wisdom w h ich  i s  above . . .  w h ile  she is  i n  t h is  body i t  i s  her 
purpose to  d is p la y  th e  q u a l i t ie s  o f in c o rp o re a l powers. [ 3 ]
The F a th e rs  thus  d is p la y  a g re a te r  concern f o r  th e  f i t n e s s  o f behaviour
in  v i r g in s ;  the y  have f a r  more to  lo s e , and t h e i r  s ta tu s  is  more
p re c io u s  to  the  C hurch: ' I t  i s  as i f  v i r g i n i t y  were a k in d  o f bond in
humans* r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  God* and by be ing  m ode lled  on th e  chaste
r e la t io n s  o f  the  F a th e r, Son, and H o ly S p i r i t ,  a d o p tio n  o f v i r g i n i t y  on
e a r th  a llo w s  one to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  th e  heaven ly  q u a l i t y  o f
' i n c o r r u p t i b i l i t y ' ,  G regory o f  Nyssa argues in  h is  t r e a t is e  On
21rgi_nity :
a v i r g in a l  l i f e  shou ld  be p r e fe r r e d . . . s in c e  i t  i s  s tro n g e r 
tha n  the  power o f  d ea th  . . .  c o r ru p t io n  has i t s  o r ig in  in  
g e n e ra tio n ; those  who cease from  p ro c re a t io n  th rou g h  v i r g i n i t y  
se t a l i m i t  w i t h in  them se lves f o r  dea th  . . .  i t  i s  a p p ro p r ia te  
to  c a l l  a body " in c o r r u p t ib le "  th a t  has n o t rende red  s e rv ic e  
in  th e  l i f e  o f c o r r u p t i b i l i t y .  [ 4 ]
These argum ents a re  sym ptom atic , as a re  Je rom e 's  encomiums above, o f the
in c re a s in g  r a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  O rder o f v i r g in s  w i t h in  th e  4 th  C en tu ry
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Church. The Syrian Apostolic IloiîStilntlPJlS of the 4 th Century
emphasizes the  s t r i c t l y  c o n te m p la tiv e  d u t ie s  expec ted  o f  them;
A v i r g in  i s  n o t o rd a in e d , f o r  we do no t have a command from  
th e  L o rd . For the  advantage o f  v i r g i n i t y  i s  no t so th a t  
m a rriag e  i s  s la n d e re d , b u t in  o rd e r to  p ro v id e  tim e  f o r  p ie ty .
[53
B e a rin g  in  m ind t h is  c o n t in u a l l in k in g  o f  v i r g i n i t y  w ith  s u p e r io r  v i r t u e  
and the  more p rope r and f i t t i n g  w o rsh ip  accorded  as a p ro p e rty  o f  
s e c lu s io n  and c h a s t i t y ,  i t  i s  in te r e s t in g  th e n  th a t  v i r g i n i t y  seems to  
be regarded  as p a r t i c u la r l y  the p ro p e rty  o f  women in  t h is  p e r io d ;  
d e s p ite  T e r t u l l i a n 's  s ta te m e n t th a t  when th e  a p o s t le  says 'women* he 
a c tu a l ly  means both sexes, more w r i te r s  th o u g h t l i k e  Jerome (a s c e p t ic  
about th e  c a p a b i l i t y  o f  women f o r  v i r t u e ) ;  'F o r t h i s  reason  v i r g i n i t y  is  
most a b u n d a n tly  poured on women, because i t  began w ith  a woman*. Most 
t r e a t is e s  on v i r g i n i t y  from  t h is  p e r io d , w hether addressed to  men o r 
women, a re  abou t women's v i r g i n i t y  (G regory o f  Nyssa i s  the o n ly  
e x c e p t io n ) ,  s t a r t in g  w ith  M e th o d iu s ' Symposium, d e p ic t in g  te n  v i r g in  
women d is c u s s in g  th e  r e la t i v e  m e r its  o f  m a rriag e  and v i r g i n i t y .  The 
su c c e s s fu l v i r g in  becomes the  a rch e typ e  o f a l l  th a t  th e  Church a s p ire s  
to  and by be ing  in  t h i s  s e t-a p a r t ,  b e tte r-th a n -h u m a n  p o s i t io n  can 
a c q u ire  m e r it  f o r  the  church on e a r th ;  more th a n  t h is ,  becomes the  
l i v i n g  symbol o f  th e  Church on e a r th .  T h is  th in k in g  t ie s  up w ith  the  
im agery o f the  V i r g in  Church th a t  The B ridegroom , C h r is t ,  w i l l  ta ke  in  
chas te  m a rr ia g e ; 'L e t  us k is s  him whose embrace i s  c h a s t i t y ;  l e t  us 
have in te rc o u rs e  w ith  him w ith  whom m a rriag e  i s  v i r g i n i t y .  ' [ 6 ] The
v i r g in s  on e a r th  a re  to  re p re s e n t th e  C h u rch 's  best s tanda rds  f o r  p ie ty  
a g a in s t a p o c a ly p t ic  e x p e c ta t io n s .
Y e t t h is  in c re a s in g ly  r a r i f i e d  e le v a t io n  o f  v i r g i n i t y  c a r r ie d  w ith  
i t  i t s  own prob lem s. The m y s t ic  q u a l i t y  o f  v i r g i n i t y ,  i t  was s tre s s e d , 
co u ld  be lo s t  by a th o u g h t no t ju s t  o f  c a r n a l i t y ,  bu t o f  the  
th e o lo g ic a l ly  unbecom ing v a r ie t y  a ls o ;  in  which case i t  behoved the  w ise  
v i r g in  to  d is c r im in a te  even amongst th e  fu lsom e  p ra is e s  to  her own
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add ress. When P e la g iu s  says, v ia  a d e d ic a t io n  to  D em etrias , to  a l l
avowed v i r g in s .
You have h e re , th e n , those  p ro p e r t ie s  on th e  account o f  w hich 
you a re  d e s e rv e d ly , and more, e s p e c ia l ly  to  be g iv e n
p re fe re n ce  over o th e rs ;  f o r  your e a r th ly  ra n k  and w e a lth  are  
known to  be d e r iv e d  fro m  you r r e la t iv e s ,  n o t from  y o u r s e lf ,  
bu t yo u r s p i r i t u a l  r ic h e s  no one can have c o n fe rre d  on you but 
y o u r s e l f ;  f o r  th e se , th e n , you a re  r i g h t l y  to  be p ra is e d , f o r  
those  you a re  d e s e rv e d ly  to  be p re fe r re d  to  o th e rs , f o r  they 
can e x is t  o n ly  fro m  y o u r s e lf  and in  y o u r s e l f
-  t h i s  m ig h t be judged  by i t s  addressee as ju s t  an e x te n s io n  o f  th e
e u lo g is a t io n  o f  v i r g i n i t y  a lre a d y  observed i n  i t s  excesses ty  o th e r
w r i t e r s .  But on t h i s  o cc a s io n , i f  a v i r g in  l i s t e n s  and b e lie v e s , she
w i l l  p e r is h .  These se n tim e n ts  h o r r i f ie d  A u g u s tin e , who hastened to
w r i t e  to  D em e trias  re m in d in g  her th a t  her c o n d it io n  was th rou g h  g ra c e ;
w h ile  s p i r i t u a l  r ic h e s  were the  p e c u lia r  p ro p e r ty  o f the  d e d ica te d
v i r g in ,  they came no t from  h e r s e lf  but from  God.
Far be i t  from  any v i r g in  o f C h r is t  w i l l i n g l y  to  l i s t e n  to
s ta te m e n ts  l i k e  the se . Every v i r g in  o f  C h r is t  understands th e  
in n a te  p o v e rty  o f the  human h e a r t  a n d .. . re fu s e s  to  have i t
adorned o th e rw is e  tha n  by the  g i f t s  o f  her s p o u s e ... For her 
possess ion  o f  t h is  g re a t and e x c e l le n t  g i f t  o f  c h a s t i t y ,  she 
ough t to  g iv e  thanks to  our God and L o rd  ra th e r  than  to  l i s t e n  
to  the  w ords o f  anyone who t e l l s  her th a t  she possessed i t  
from  h e r s e lf .
A po theosized  on one s id e , th re a te n e d  w ith  h e l l f i r e  on th e  o th e r ,  in
a d d it io n  to  a l l  her o th e r  p re te rn a tu ra l q u a l i t ie s ,  the  v i r g in  would need 
th e  th e o lo g ic a l d e l ic a c y  and in s ig h t  o f  an A qu inas to  thus  d is t in g u is h  
amongst a l l  th e  r h e to r ic  so in d u s t r io u s ly  poured o u t a d d re s s in g  h e r 
c o n d it io n .  And amongst t h i s  e ff lu e n c e  o f  th e o lo g y , she w ou ld  have 
l i t t l e  r e a l ly  p r a c t ic a l  a d v ice  to  he r c o n d it io n .  B a s il o f  Ancyra is  
n o te w o rthy  f o r  b e in g  th e  o n ly  th e o lo g ia n  to  t a l k  abou t the  re a l problem s 
o f  c e lib a c y ,  by v i r t u e  o f be ing  a d o c to r as w e ll as a b ish o p . He 
d e s c r ib e s  th e  s ta te  w ith  accuracy and in  a way addressed to  fem a le
needs, te a c h in g  women th a t  a l l  t h e i r  senses a re  p o te n t ia l  media th rough  
w hich  they may expect d e s ire ;  how s ig h t  can be more s e d u c tiv e  tha n  touch  
and la s t  lo n g e r in  the  memory; and he d e s c r ib e s  a c c u ra te ly  fem a le  
m a s tu rb a tio n , th e  b e t te r  to  f i g h t  i t .  Such p ra g m a tic  h e lp  was ra re  f o r
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v i r g in s .  [ 7 ]
Virginity and practice -  the Vanguard
A bs tinence  gave s u p e r io r  s ta n d in g ; and w ith o u t  q u e s tio n  th e  h ig h e s t 
s ta tu s  comes from  a b s tin e n c e  t o t a l ;  from  vowed, l i f e lo n g  v i r g i n i t y .  B ut 
th e  o u ts ta n d in g  ir o n y  o f t h is  s e n io r i t y  i s  th a t  i t s  incum bents were
s u b je c t to  th e  most v ig o ro u s  r e s t r a in t s  o f any o f the  v a r io u s
c a te g o r ie s ;  s e n io r i t y  here d id  n o t c a rry  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y .  These maidens 
may have been th e  h u n d re d - fo ld , as Jerome a s s e r ts ;  each may have the  
a b i l i t y  to  make 'a  nob le  fa m ily  y e t  more nob le  by her v i r g i n i t y ’ , so
much as ’ to  le s s e n  the  c a la m ity  o f  the  r u in  o f  Rome’ , and precede even
chas te  and c o n t in e n t  r e la t iv e s  in  heaven but t h e i r  day to  day e x is te n c e  
was d r a s t i c a l l y  c u r t a i le d  in  consequence. Large numbers o f them 
observed t h e i r  vows from  home, su p e rv ise d  by t h e i r  p a re n ts  -  a seeming 
con tin u an ce  o f  th e  Roman re c o g n it io n  o f the  se pa ra te  id e n t i t y  and 
a u th o r i t y  o f  th e  fa m ily  and the  d a u g h te r 's  s u b je c t io n  to  her p a te r .  'Be 
s u b je c t to  your p a r e n ts . . .  R a re ly  go abroad , and i f  you w ish  to  seek 
the company o f m a r ty rs ,  seek i t  in  you r own chamber. ' 'L e t  yo u r 
companions be women p a le  and t h in  w ith  f a s t in g ,  and approved by t h e i r  
ye a rs  and c o n d u c t ';  'Be s u b je c t to  yo u r grandm other and to  you r m o ther. 
Never lo o k  .upon a m a n ...e x c e p t in  t h e i r  com pany.' They shou ld  e n t i r e ly  
'a v o id  the  company o f  m a rr ie d  women who are  devoted to  t h e i r  husbands' 
because o f th e  r i s k  o f  h e a r in g  u n f i t t i n g  t a l k  -  'such c o n v e rs a tio n s  a re  
f i l l e d  w ith  dead ly  venom .' [ 8 ] The e v e r - p r a c t ic a l B a s il o f  Ancyra sees 
th e  need to  a d v is e  v i r g in s  in  h is  l o c a l i t y  p a r t i c u la r ly  no t to  
f r a te r n iz e  w ith  what th e y  m ig h t be tem pted to  see as a n o - r is k  c a te g o ry , 
eunuchs: ' i t  i s  s a id  th a t  those  who, h a v in g  reached v i r i l i t y  and th e
age when the  g e n ita l member i s  capable  o f  c o p u la t io n ,  have cu t o f f  o n ly  
t h e i r  t e s t ic le s ,  burn  w ith  g re a te r  and le s s  re s t ra in e d  d e s ire  f o r  sexua l 
un io n  and th a t  no t o n ly  do th e y  fe e l t h is  a rd o u r, b u t they th in k  th a t  
they  can d e f i l e  a ry  woman the y  meet w ith o u t  r i s k .  ' They must be
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c a r e fu l ly  s u p e rv ise d  by the  p r ie s t ,  says Chrysostom , more so th a n  any 
o th e r c a te g o ry ; f o r  t h e i r  f a l l  w i l l  r e s u l t  n o t in  d iv o rc e , b u t in  
h e l l f i r e .  T h e re fo re  they must no t be s u ffe re d  to  go abroad 
u n n e c e s s a r ily  o r  o f te n  o r t a l k  id ly  o r abuse o r f l a t t e r ;  they  shou ld  
even be fo rb id d e n  to  a tte n d  fu n e ra ls  and v i g i l s  as these a re  o f te n  
occas ions  o f  m is b e h a v io u r. M e lan ia  the  Younger (and c e r ta in ly  o th e r
abbesses) f u r t h e r  a ttem p ted  to  p o lic e  the  ve ry  minds o f  the  v i r g in s  o f  
her com m unity, ’ c a r e fu l ly  s c r u t in iz in g  t h e i r  th o u g h ts , no t to  l e t  th e  
s m a lle s t im pure  r e f le c t i o n  l i v e  in  them. ’ As th e  rew ards a re  h ig h e r ,  so 
a re  th e  l in e s  between r ig h t  and wrong b ehav iou r more f in e l y  drawn. The 
r u le  f o r  v i r g in s ,  w he the r w i t h in  t h e i r  p a re n ts ’ household  o r in  a 
community w ith  o th e rs  was s e c lu s io n  a lm ost t o t a l ,  em erging o n ly  f o r  
w o rs h ip ; as l i t t l e  company as p o s s ib le , p re fe ra b ly  o n ly  lik e -m in d e d  
o th e rs , fa m ily  and s p i r i t u a l  m entors  (and th e  la s t  o n ly  in  the  compare 
o f  o th e rs ) ,  and a reg im e o f  f re q u e n t p ra y e r, le a rn in g ,  and some p h y s ic a l 
w ork, combined w ith  f a s t in g  and d e p r iv a t io n .  The te s t im o n ie s  o f  Jerome 
to  th e  h a rd ih o od  o f  A s e lla  and Eustochium  and G regory o f Nyssa to  th a t  
o f  M acrina  bear e lo q u e n t w itn e s s  to  t h i s .  [ 9 ]
As re g a rd s  q u a l i f i c a t io n s ,  u n l ik e  the  w idows, p ro o f o f v i r t u e  and 
o f  a g od ly  l i f e  seems to  have been take n  v e ry  much on t r u s t ;  s in c e  as we 
have examined f o r  most o f  those so a s p ir in g ,  th e  d e c is io n , as w ith  
A s e lla  and E ustoch ium , w ou ld  have had to  be taken  be fo re  p u b e rty  to  be 
r e l ia b ly  in  t im e , t h i s  was perhaps n o t unreasonab le . L i t t l e  p ro o f o f  a 
'g o d ly  l i f e '  w ou ld  have been necessary  -  o r fo r th c o m in g  -  in  the  case o f 
g i r l s  vow ing v i r g i n i t y  a t 10 l i k e  A s e lla ,  'a  mere b a b e ', ' s t i l l  wrapped 
in  sw a d d ling  bands' a c c o rd in g  to  Jerome -  a p ra c t ic e  th a t  ig n o re s  
T e r t u l l ia n 's  a d m o n it io n  th a t  v i r g in s  shou ld  n o t be accepted b e fo re  
p u b e rty  as s y m b o liz in g  E v e 's  ' in t e l l ig e n c e  o f  her s e x '.  A ug u s tine  
c e r ta in ly  b e lie v e d  in  t h i s  g u id e lin e ,  as i s  v i s ib le  in  h is  d e l ib e ra t io n s  
over the  fu tu r e  o f  an orphan g i r l  l e f t  i n  h is  c a re ; w r i t i n g  to
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Benenatus he ta ke s  a r e a l i s t i c  v ie w  th a t
The m a id e n . . . is  a t  p re se n t d isposed  to  t h in k  th a t  i f  she were 
o f  f u l l  age, she w ou ld  re fu s e  every p roposa l o f  m a rria g e . She 
i s ,  however, so young, th a t  even i f  she were d isposed  to  
m a rry , she ought n o t y e t to  be e ith e r  g iv e n  o r b e tro th e d  to  
anyone . . .  I f  she were d isposed  and p repa red  to  m a rry , your 
p roposa l w ould  n o t d is p le a s e  me; b u t w hether she w i l l  m arry  
anyone -  a lth o u g h  f o r  my own p a r t ,  I  w ou ld  much p re fe r  th a t  
she c a r r ie d  o u t what she now ta lk s  o f  -  I  do no t know, f o r  she 
i s  a t  an age in  w h ich  her d e c la ra t io n  th a t  she w ishes to  be a 
nun is  to  be re c e iv e d  ra th e r  as the  f l ip p a n t  u tte ra n c e  o f  one 
t a lk in g  h e e d le s s ly , th a n  as th e  d e l ib e ra te  prom ise o f  one
m aking a solem n vow.
I n te r e s t in g ly ,  th e  g i r l ' s  m other seems to  be s t i l l  around, though 'she
does n o t make h e r s e l f  know n ', b u t A ugus tine  expresses h is  in t e n t io n  o f
ta k in g  her w ishes  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n  'u n le s s  th e  maiden h e r s e l f  be
a lre a d y  o ld  e n o u ^  to  have le g i t im a te ly  a s tro n g e r c la im  to  choose f o r
h e r s e l f  -  i t  would  be in t e r e s t in g  to  know A u g u s t in e 's  o p in io n  o f  th e
age o f d is c r e t io n  o f  such a m aiden. He a ls o  a c ts  seem ing ly on h is  own
a u th o r i t y ,  though i t  l i e s  w i t h in  h is  p ro v in c e  as t ja tc r  minoiLi_s, i n
b lu n t ly  r e fu s in g  to  e n te r ta in  th e  s u i t  o f  one R u s tic u s , a pagan; an
in te r e s t in g  r e f le c t io n  on h is  o p in io n  o f  'm ix e d ' m a rria g e s , g iv e n  h is
own u p b r in g in g . But in  th e  im portance  a tta c h e d  to  each b e l ie v e r 's
c a p a c ity  to  make t h e i r  own d e c is io n  in  the  m o r ta l ly  im p o rta n t sphere o f
sexua l a b n e g a tio n  is  e v id e n t a g re a te r  measure o f  e q u a lity  o f  judgem ent
f o r  women, from  w hich t h e i r  g re a te r  in f lu e n c e  in s id e  m a rriage  comes.
Ambrose, on th e  o th e r hand, accepted th e  d e d ic a t io n  o f  g i r l s  by t h e i r
p a re n ts  a t  b i r t h  in  h is  o rd e r o f  v i r g in s  a t  M ila n ;  they then  to o k  t h e i r
vows a t  p u b e rty  in  a p u b lic  ceremony, a f t e r  w h ich  they would l i v e  w ith
t h e i r  p a re n ts , but under the  c o n t ro l o f  the  B ishop . M e lan ia  the  Younger
had s im i la r ly  d e d ic a te d  her s h o r t - l iv e d  d augh te r a t b i r t h .  By t h i s
ro u te  some elem ent o f c h o ic e , a lo n g  w ith  a nod to  T e r t u l l ia n 's  schoo l o f
th o u g h t, was a t  le a s t  t h e o r e t ic a l ly  p re se rved , bu t re s is ta n c e  to  these
l i f e lo n g  e x p e c ta t io n s  must have been e q u a lly  as hard  as those  g i r l s
found who w ished f o r  v i r g i n i t y  but were p ressu red  in to  m a rr ia g e .
C e r ta in ly ,  once on the  p a th , w ith  so r e s t r ic t e d  a programme th e re  shou ld
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have been few o u t le t s  f o r  re g re ts  o r o p p o r tu n ity  f o r  im pure b e h a v io u r. 
CIO]
As re g a rd s  a c tu a l d u t ie s ,  th e  ru le s  o f  t h i s  p e r io d  a re  s t i l l  
em bryonic beyond a g ene ra l emphasis on re g u la r  ro u t in e s  o f p ra y e r, 
s tu d y , hard w o rk  and s e l f - d e n ia l .  For those who to o k  to  th e  l i f e  on a 
w h o lly  s e r io u s  b a s is  the  im p o rta n t f a c to r  was the  is o la t io n  and the  
t im e ; t h e i r  d u t ie s  were no t those  o f  the  average women o f  th e  community 
o r th e  C hurch; 'th e  advantage o f  v i r g i n i t y  i s  n o t so th a t  m a rria g e  i s  
s la n d e re d  bu t i n  o rd e r to  p ro v id e  tim e  f o r  p ie t y ' .  There was e v id e n t ly  
a g re a t emphasis in  the  sources on the  p lace  o f s e l f - d e n ia l  and 
a u s te r i t y  as a necessary p re -c o n d it io n  f o r  the  r ig h t  a t t i t u d e  o f  mind
f o r  t h is  c o n te m p la tiv e  id e a l .  In  t h is ,  many fo llo w e d  the  wisdcan o f
e xpe rie n ce  garne red  by th e  D e se rt m o n a s tic s : 'When one w ants to  take  a
tow n, one c u ts  o f f  the  su p p ly  o f  w a te r and fo o d . The same a p p lie s  to  
th e  pass ions  o f  th e  f le s h .  I f  a man l iv e s  a l i f e  o f  f a s t in g  and hunger, 
the  enemies o f  h is  so u l a re  w eakened.' B ut in  the  k in d  o f extrem e 
l i f e s t y l e  p ra c t is e d  by such devotees as A s e lla ,  i t  behoved th e  v i r g in  to  
e x c e rc is e  some n a t iv e  c a u t io n ;  we f in d  even Jerome w arn ing  -  in  m ild e r  
o ld  age -  ' I  do n o t, however, la y  on you as an o b l ig a t io n  any extrem e 
fa s t in g  o r abnorm al a b s tin e n c e  from  fo o d . Such p ra c t ic e s  soon b reak 
down weak c o n s t i tu t io n s  and cause b o d ily  s ic kn e ss  b e fo re  they la y  the  
fo u n d a tio n s  o f  a h o ly  l i f e . ' Indeed * I  am m y s e lf a c q u a in te d  w ith  
a n c h o r ite s  o f  bo th  sexes who by excess ive  f a s t in g  have so im p a ire d  t h e i r  
f a c u l t ie s  th a t  they  do n o t know what to  do o r where to  tu r n ,  when to  
speak and when to  be s i l e n t . '  [1 1 ]  A c tu a l re g u la t io n s  f o r  observance 
were n o t as y e t p re c is e ly  d e ta i le d ,  and owed more to  pe rsona l 
i n c l in a t i o n  and s i t u a t io n  th a n  i s  th e  case a c e n tu ry  o r two hence. 
A s e l la ,  f o r  in s ta n c e , as an example o f the  v i r g in  enc losed  in  her own 
home, fo l lo w e d  a reg im en o f  f a s t in g  ' f o r  two o r th re e  days a t  a t im e '
a l l  the  yea r round and 'f ro m  w eek 's  end to  w eek 's  e n d ' i n  L e n t, ta k in g
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o n ly  'b re a d  and s a l t  and c o ld  w a te r ' when she d id  e a t ;  com b in ing  t h is  
w ith  mean c lo th e s  and ha rsh  l i v i n g  c o n d it io n s ,  v i s i t s  to  m a r ty r ia ,  lo n g  
p ra y e r , t i l l  her knees were 'hardened l i k e  a c a m e l', and s t r i c t  
is o la t io n ,  r a r e ly  se e ing  even he r s is t e r  M a rc e lla ,  'much as she lo v e d  
h e r ' ;  and th u s  ' found  f o r  h e r s e l f  a monkish he rm itage  in  th e  c e n tre  o f  
busy Rome', [1 2 ]
A no ther fa c to r  in  d e c id in g  th e  l i f e s t y l e  o f  many o f  these 
ca n d id a te s  f o r  v i r g i n i t y  was the  p ro x im ity  and a dv ice  o f  w e ll-m e a n in g  
r e la t iv e s .  L a e ta 's  daugh te r P au la , be ing  t ra in e d  in  th e  v i r g i n 's  l i f e  
by h e r fa m ily  a c c o rd in g  to  a d v ic e  fro m  Jerome, was to  be enc losed  even 
more s t r a i t l y  than  A s e l la ,  b a re ly  to  go abroad a t  a l l  -  ' l e t  her never 
v i s i t  a church o r jm a rty rium  u n le ss  w ith  her m o th e r ' -  nor even to
cong rega te  w ith  h e r fa m i ly ;  ' l e t  he r n o t take  he r food  w ith  o th e rs , 
th a t  i s ,  a t  her p a re n ts ' t a b le '  to  a v o id  th e  dua l te m p ta tio n s  o f  company 
and 'd is h e s  she may lo n g  f o r ' .  She is  a ls o  to  fo rg o  c u l t u r a l  
im provem ent and th e  pas tim es o f  le is u r e  in  fa v o u r o f  a p ra c t ic e  o f
manual la b o u r and s tud y  o f  the  s c r ip tu r e s .  For D e m e tria s , o f  whose
a c tu a l p ra c t ic e s  we know l i t t l e ,  a g a in  Jerome i s  p ro fu se  w ith  adv ice  as
to  conduc t, and a g a in  t h i s  i s  p ro ffe re d  more f o r  th e  in fo rm a t io n  and 
a s s is ta n c e  o f  th e  fem a le  r e la t iv e s  who w i l l  be expected  to  sa fegua rd  
h e r :  a reg im e o f  re g u la r  p ra y e r , a l lo t t e d  tim e s  f o r  s tud y  and manual
w ork , o v e r t  p o v e rty , s e l f - d e n ia l  and is o la t io n  from  company. Eunomia 
( l i v i n g  w ith  he r p a re n ts  A v ita  and A pron ianus) was t ra in e d  by h e r m other 
w h ile  s t i l l  'a  l i t t l e  g i r l ' and a ls o  's ch o o le d  by the  g u id in g  v o ic e  o f  
M e la n ia ' -  th e  E ld e r ,  her o v e r-p o w e rin g  c o u s in . [ I 3 ]
E u s to ch iu m 's  l i f e s t y l e  -  i f  no t her d e c is io n  -  was s im i la r ly  
imposed on he r by those  who knew the  v i r g in 's  bus iness  b e t te r  than she 
d id  h e r s e l f ;  f o r  a l l  Je ro m e 's  e x te n s iv e  a dv ice  to  h e r, im p ly in g  th a t  
h e rs  were the d e c is io n s  over h e r conduc t, more re v e a lin g  i s  h is  accoun t 
th a t  from  th e  age o f  te n  u n t i l  P a u la 's  dea th , Eustochium  'a lw a ys  ke p t
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c lo s e  to  her m o th e r 's  s id e , obeyed a l l  her commands, never s le p t  a p a rt
from  h e r, never w a lked abroad o r to o k  a meal w ith o u t  h e r , never had a
penny th a t  she co u ld  c a l l  her own, re jo ic e d  when her m other gave to  th e
poor h e r l i t t l e  p a tr im o n y '.  M a c r in a 's  i s  s u p e r f i c ia l l y  a s im i la r  s to ry  :
she p ro v id e s  h e r s e l f  w ith  a s a fe ty  net when 'a s  a sa fegua rd  she re s o lv e d
not to  be sepa ra ted  frc m  h e r m other even f o r  a m cm ent' ;  bu t in  he r case,
th e re  i s  a ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  atm osphere to  t h i s ,  s in c e  M acrina  a t  a l l  t im es
i s  re p re se n te d  by her b ro th e r  and b io g ra p he r as be ing  v e ry  much
re s p o n s ib le  f o r  her own d e c is io n s , and to  a c e r ta in  e x te n t im pos ing  them
on h e r m other Emmelia -  who makes the p o t e n t ia l l y  i r o n ic  comment th a t
'she  c a r r ie d  th e  r e s t  o f  her c h i ld re n  in  her womb f o r  a d e f in i t e  tim e ,
bu t M acrina she bore a lways s in c e  in  a sense she c a r r ie d  he r a b o u t '.
F u r th e r ,  w h ile  Eustochium  appears d u r in g  P a u la 's  l i f e t im e  as o n ly  a
vague, shadowy appendage to  her e x tre m e ly  a c t iv e  m other, M acrina
occup ies  a much more c e n tra l and p o s i t iv e  r o le :  'she  he lped her mother
to  bear her burden o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ,  f o r  she had fo u r  sons and th re e
d augh te rs  and p a id  ta xe s  to  th re e  d i f f e r e n t  g ove rn o rs , s in ce  her
p ro p e rty  was s c a tte re d  in  as many d i s t r i c t s . . .  In  a l l  these m a tte rs  she
shared her m o th e r 's  t o i l s . . . a l s o  by her own l i f e  she in s t ru c te d  her
m other g re a t ly ,  le a d in g  her to  th a t  same mark o f  p h ilo s o p h y '.  She
'persuaded her m other to  g iv e  up her o rd in a ry  l i f e . . . a n d  b r in g  her p o in t
o f  v iew  down to  th a t  o f  the  masses and share the  l i f e  o f the  m a id s '.
F u rth e r when her own fa v o u r i te  b ro th e r , N a u c ra tiu s , d ie d  p re m a tu re ly ,
M acrina  in  G re g o ry 's  accoun t is  c o n s id e ra b ly  more in  ev idence  and
in f lu e n c e  than  i s  Eustoch ium  d u r in g  P a u la 's  g r ie f  over B le s i l l a  -
M acrina  p la ys  more th e  r o le  o f  a Jerome, in  f a c t ,  f o r
fa c in g  th e  c a la m ity  in  a r a t io n a l  s p i r i t ,  she both  p reserved  
h e r s e lf  frc m  c o lla p s e , and becoming the  s u p p o rt o f her 
m o th e r 's  weakness, ra is e d  her from  the  dep ths  o f . g r i e f , and ty  
her own s te a d fa s tn e s s  and im p e r tu r b a b i l i t y  ta u g h t he r m o th e r 's  
so u l to  be b rave . In  consequence, her m other was n o t 
overwhelmed by th e  a f f l i c t i o n ,  nor d id  she behave in  any 
ig n o b le  o r womanish way, so as to  c ry  ou t a t  th e  d is a s te r ,  o r 
te a r  her d re ss , o r lam ent over the  t r o u b le ,  o r s t r ik e  up 
fu n e ra l ch an ts  w ith  m o u rn fu l m e lod ies . .
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The c o n t r a d ic t io n  im p l i c i t  in  h is  s ta tem en t th a t  Emmelia was persuaded 
o u t o f  h e r womanish in c l in a t io n s  ty  a woman o f f e r in g  h e r s e lf  as a model 
does n o t seem ing ly  s t r ik e  G rego ry . [1 4 ]
The freedom  o f  the  v i r g in  from  s e x u a l i ty  was h e ld  to  im p ly  t h e i r  
e x t r a  a v a i l a b i l i t y  to  God, and a t  secondhand, to  t h e i r  chu rch . A 
p rim a ry  e x p e c ta t io n  o f  such s u c c e s s fu lly  p r a c t is in g  v i r g in s ,  i s  o f  t h e i r  
fu n c t io n in g  as a k in d  o f  n a tu ra l resource  to  be channeled in t o  t h e i r  
ccom unity  to  in  some s o r t  im prove t h e i r  e n v iro n s , by le n d in g  s a n c t i t y  to  
those  around them. M oreover, th e  fa m i l ie s  concerned, who a re  f re q u e n t ly  
p o r tra y e d  as c r u c ia l  to  the  success o f the  ca n d id a te  f o r  v i r g i n i t y ,  a re  
an in te g r a l  l i n k  in  t h i s  p rocess , by w hich they  are  seen as b e n e f i t in g .  
B esides be ing  worked o u t in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  the  sometimes r e lu c ta n t  
f a m i l ie s ,  th e  observances o f  the  v i r g in  re p u te d ly  engendered in  th e  
g i r l s  concerned the  m u ch -a d ve rtise d  a b i l i t y  to  'e n n o b le ' t h e i r  m o s tly  
nob le  fa m i l ie s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r ,  b es ides  th e  b e n e f i t  a c c ru in g  to  t h e i r  cwn 
so u ls  and t h e i r  com m unity. D e m e tr ia s ' m other and grandm other, o f a 
fa m ily  'second to  none in  Rome' shou ld  have 'c o n g ra tu la te d  each o th e r 
th a t  now a v i r g i n  was to  make a nob le  house more nob le  s t i l l  by he r 
v i r g i n i t y .  She had fou n d , they  s a id , a way to  b e n e f i t  her fa m ily  and to  
le s s e n  the  c a la m ity  o f th e  f a l l  o f  Rome.' A u g u s tin e , indeed , a d v ise d  
them to  c o n s id e r 'how incom parab ly  g re a te r  i s  th e  g lo ry  and advantage 
gained by y o u r fa m ily  in  g iv in g  to  C h r is t  women consecra ted  to  h is  
s e rv ic e ,  th a n  in  g iv in g  to  th e  w o r ld  men c a lle d  to  th e  honours o f  the  
c o n s u ls h ip ';  D em e trias  'has a c te d  the  more magnanimous p a r t  in  choos ing  
to  b r in g  a b le s s in g  on th a t  nob le  fa m ily  by fo rb e a r in g  from  m a r r ia ^  
than  to  in c re a s e  the  number o f i t s  d e s c e n d a n ts . ' Nor i s  i t  m e re ly  an 
im persona l augm e n ta tio n  o f  fa m ily  lu s t r e ;  a pe rsona l e le v a t io n  may be 
en joyed  by th e  m other o f  such a re s o u rc e : ' i n  [h e r ]  a lso  th a t  w h ich
c o u ld  n o t be in  you r own person beg ins  to  be y o u rs . For she d id  n o t 
c o n tra c t  a m a rriag e  on e a r th  th a t  she m ig h t, n o t o n ly  f o r  h e r s e l f ,  b u t
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a ls o  f o r  you, be s p i r i t u a l l y  e n r ic h e d  to  a h ig h e r degree than  y o u r s e l f .  
[1 5 ]
T h is  p rocess o f in v o k in g  ben e ficen ce  m ig h t no t a lw ays be a jo y f u l  
o r welcome e x p e rie n c e  f o r  th e  fa m ily  so b e n e f i t te d .  Though i t  i s  h e ld  
to  be th e  a d d i t io n  o f  lu s t r e  to  a fa m ily ,  E us to ch ium 's  power in  t h i s  
re s p e c t is  w r i t t e n  o f  in  s in g u la r ly  ve n g e fu l and com bative te rm s. She 
'by  re s o lv in g  to  be a v i r g in  had breached th e  ga tes  o f  n o b i l i t y  and 
broken down the  p r id e  o f a c o n s u la r house. The f i r s t  o f  Roman la d ie s ,  
she has b ro ug h t under th e  yoke th e  f i r s t  o f  Roman f a m i l i e s . ' Paula the  
Y ounge r's  a b i l i t y  in  t h i s  re s p e c t i s  s im i la r ly  ambiguous in  im p o r t:  she
has th e  power to  add s a n c t i t y ,  th e  one th in g  la c k in g  to  th e  v e n e ra b le  
and d is t in g u is h e d  c o n s u la r A lb in u s , 'th e  one u n b e lie v e r ' in  he r fa m ily  -  
and she has a d u ty  to  impose t h is .  'When she sees her g ra n d fa th e r, she 
must le a n  on h is  b re a s t and w he ther he l i k e s  i t  o r n o t, s in g  A l le lu ia  in  
h is  e a r s ';  p ro v in g  th a t  she, 'th ro u g h  the  v i r t u e s  o f  her grandm other and 
a un t i s  n o b le r  in  h o lin e s s  than  she i s  in  l in e a g e '.  The v i r g in  in  
a c t io n  shou ld  be no t ju s t  a p rop  to  an a lre a d y  b e l ie v in g  fa m i ly ;  she 
must be p repared  to  do b a t t le  even in  he r w ithd raw n  c ircu m s ta n ce . Paula 
th e  Y ou n ge r's  p o s tu la te d  a b i l i t y  in  t h i s  re s p e c t was p ra c tis e d  in  f a c t  
by M acrina , who is  g ive n  the  c r e d i t  f o r  the  co n ve rs io n s  o f her b ro th e rs  
B a s i l and P e te r. B a s i l ,  a lre a d y  a noted rh e to r  and head ing f o r  power as 
a lo c a l  p o te n ta te  she 'drew  tow ards the  mark o f p h ilo so p hy  w ith  such 
speed th a t  he fo rs o o k  th e  R o r ie s  o f  t h is  w o r ld * ;  P e te r, th e  youngest 
she 'to o k . . . s o o n  a f t e r  b i r t h  from  the  n u rs e 's  b re a s t and re a re d  him 
h e r s e l f  and educated him on a l o f t y  system o f t r a in in g '  becoming a l l  
th in g s  to  h im , ' f a t h e r ,  te a c h e r, t u t o r ,  m o the r, g iv e r  o f a l l  good 
a d v ic e . '  [ 16 ]
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o th e r v i r g in s ,  i f  no t th e  c h ie f  in s tru m e n t o f  th e  fa m ily  tendency 
to  p ie ty ,  s t i l l  a c te d  as s u p p o rt groups to  r e la t iv e s  in  the  same l in e  o f  
w o rk . A u g u s t in e 's  s is t e r ,  i f  we knew fo r  c e r ta in  o f  her h is to r y  m igh t 
be a case in  p o in t ,  capab ly  c o n d u c tin g  h is  convent a t  H ippo, w h ich  f e l l  
in t o  d is o rd e r  o n ly  a f t e r  he r demise ; and he w ro te  to  a consecra ted  
v i r g i n  Sapida who e v id e n t ly  l iv e d  w ith  her b ro th e r  T im otheus, a deacon 
o f  th e  church o f  C arthage, te n d in g  to  h is  need. On th e  o c ca s io n  o f  th e  
death o f  her b ro th e r ,  A u g u s tin e  accep ted  from  h e r (a g a in s t h is  own r u le  
in  th e  m a tte r o f  g i f t s )  a tu n ic  w h ich  she had p repa red  f o r  her b ro th e r 
s h o r t ly  b e fo re  h is  dea th . [1 7 ]
Nor were t h e i r  fa m i l ie s  th e  o n ly  b e n e f ic ia r ie s  o f  the  m is s io n  o f  
the  v i r g in s  to  s a n c t i f y  t h e i r  e n v iro n s . T h o u ^  u nd e rs ta n d a b ly  more 
c u r t a i le d  in  e x te rn a l a c t i v i t i e s  than  th e  devout m atrons and widows o f  
t h e i r  t im e , they  were c a lle d  sometimes to  e x e r t  more power than  cou ld  be 
expressed  in  c o n te m p la tio n . Largesse to  th e  lo c a le ,  f o r  in s ta n c e : 
D em e trias  was persuaded by Pope Leo to  b u i ld  a church d e d ic a te d  to  S t.
Stephen on her V ia  L a t in a  e s ta te .  M acrina was a c t iv e  in  th e  s e t t in g  up
o f the  fa m ily  convent a t  A n n e s i; companioned by he r m other, the  doub le  
house co-headed by her b ro th e r ,  th e  i n i t i a t i v e  n e v e rth e le s s  seems to  
have been f i r m ly  M a c r in a 's , and the  r e s t  fo l lo w e d  h e r le a d . S e rv ic e  to  
hum bler com m unities o f a more u s e fu l k in d  was a ls o  in  ev id en ce . That à 
househo ld  v i r g in  need n o t a lways observe s o l i tu d e  so s c ru p u lo u s ly  and
r ig o r o u s ly  as to  p re c lud e  s e rv in g  her community, even i f  no t so
m a te r ia l ly  endowed as D em etrias  o r M acrina , is  shown by Piamoun, 'a  
v i r g i n  who l iv e d  th e  y e a rs  o f  her l i f e  w ith  her m other, e a t in g  every 
o th e r  day in  the  even ing  and s p in n in g  f la x .  * Even more u s e fu l ly ,  'she  
was accounted w o rth y  o f the  g i f t  o f p ro ][*e c y ',  w hich she bent to  th e  use 
o f  h e r lo c a le  -  a handy advantage in  a v i l la g e  th re a te n e d  by N ile  
f lo o d in g s  and n e i^ b o u r in g  v i l l a g e r s  made h o s t i le  by the  c o m p e tit io n  f o r  
d is t r ib u t io n  o f  the  w a te r . Nor was t h is  a l l  th a t  was re q u ire d  o f he r :
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when she warned the  e ld e rs  o f  he r v i l l a s  o f  an im m inent a t ta c k  by a 
n e ig h b o u rin g  v i l la g e  (h a v in g  re c e iv e d  her in te l l ig e n c e  th rough  an 
a n g e lic  e n vo y ), 'th e  e ld e rs  were a f r a id  and f e l l  a t  h e r f e e t ,  beseeching 
he r and sa y in g  to  h e r : "We dare not meet them, f o r  we know t h e i r
drunkenness and madness. B u t i f  you have p i t y  on th e  whole v i l l a g e  and 
you r cwn house, go o u t y o u r s e l f  and meet th e m ." ' She would n o t agree to  
t h i s ,  w hether because t h i s  would  more s e r io u s ly  encroach on her
s e c lu s io n  i s  no t s ta te d ;  in s te a d , she bends her fo rm id a b le  p ie ty  to  a 
more s ig n a l d is p la y  o f  the  g rea tness  o f  God and p rays th a t  the  
m araude rs ' fe e t  be n a i le d  to  th e  sp o t. Sure enough, 'a b o u t th e  f i r s t  
h ou r, when they  were abou t th re e  m ile s  away, they were n a i le d  to  the
ground and co u ld  n o t move. And i t  was re ve a le d  to  them a lso  th a t  t h e i r  
h in d ra n ce  had come abou t t h r o u ^  her p e t i t io n s ,  and they sen t to  the  
v i l la g e  and asked f o r  peace, sa y in g  "G ive  thanks to  God and th e  p ra ye rs  
o f  Piamoun, f o r  the y  h in d e re d  u s . " '  [1 8 ]
V i r g in i t y  and p ra c t ic e  -  weaker v e s s e ls
That many women f u l f i l l e d  the  b lu e p r in t  f o r  p ie ty  o u t l in e d  by the  
F a the rs  beyond t h e i r  e x p e c ta t io n s  is  e v id e n t in  th e  w itn e sse s  o f such as 
Eustoch ium . A s e lla ,  M acrina , and th e  many v ir tu o u s  v i r g in s  found  in  
P a lla d iu s  and the  D e se rt F a th e rs ; th a t  many women s im i la r ly  found  i t  
e x tre m e ly  hard to  l i v e  up to  o r l i v e  w ith  the  in c re a s in g  r a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  
the  l i f e s t y l e  is  e q u a lly  e v id e n t. In  t h is  c o n te x t P a l la d iu s '
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  th e  Tabennesio t nuns in  th e  Thebaid
in  t h e i r  a tte m p ts  tow ards i t  i s  i l lu m in a t in g .  So r i g i d  was t h e i r  
g u a rd ia n s h ip  o f  t h e i r  p u r i t y  o f  mind as o f body th a t  one o f t h e i r  number 
was d r iv e n  to  s u ic id e  by the  rum ours o f im p ro p r ie ty  a g a in s t h e r , s o le ly
Ias th e  r e s u l t  o f  h a v in g  encounte red  a man who a c c id e n ta l ly  landed on 1
1t h e i r  enc losed  s id e  o f th e  r i v e r ;  b u t the  o r ig in a to r  o f  the  s to r ie s  iI
a g a in s t her was judged  e q u a lly  h a rs h ly  f o r  la c k in g  in  c h a r i t y  and J
u lt im a te ly  a ls o  made away w ith  h e r s e lf .  The D e se rt F a th e rs  were
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f a m i l ia r  w ith  t h i s  p rob lem ; fro m  t h e i r  expe rie n ce  th e y  concluded th a t  
d e n u n c ia t io n  was o f  no h e lp  to  th e  denounced and o f  g re a t harm to  th e  
d e n u n c ia to r. Many such as Ammonas and John th e  D w arf were noted f o r  
re b u k in g  those  in fo rm in g  on t h e i r  b re th re n . By t h is  re lu c ta n c e  to  
accuse, amongst o th e r  exam ples we can f in d  a case d i r e c t l y  ana logous to  
th a t  o f  th e  T abennes io t nuns -  o f  a monk denounc ing  two b ro th e rs  f o r  
be ing  lo v e rs  -  n ipped  in  the  bud b e fo re  re a c h in g  such a damaging 
c o n c lu s io n . The anonymous 'o ld  man' to  whom the  tr-o th e r made h is  
r e p o r t ,  e v id e n t ly  f a m i l ia r  w ith  the  idea  o f the  p ro je c t io n  o f  g u i l t y  
d e s ire s  on to  o th e rs , o rd e red  th e  accuser to  be is o la te d  ' f o r  he h im s e lf  
has the  pass ion  he a tta c h e s  to  the m '. The nuns a t  H ippo e v id e n t ly  had 
th e  same p rob lem ; bu t e i th e r  A ugus tine  was n o t f a m i l ia r  w ith  t h is  
th in k in g ,  o r he d id  n o t c o n s id e r i t  sa fe  a d v ice  f o r  women. A dd ress ing  
th e  same is s u e , he a d v is e s  them th a t  whoever n o t ic e s  immodesty in  a 
s is t e r  shou ld  f i r s t  p e rs o n a lly  warn her th a t  t h i s  has been observed, to  
g iv e  her a chance to  check h e r s e lf ,  and o n ly  i f  she p e r s is ts ,  'whoever 
may have had the  o p p o r tu n ity  o f  se e ing  t h is  must now re p o r t  her as one 
who has been in ju r e d  and needs h e a l in g ',  in  w h ich  case he s tre s s e s , 'do 
n o t th in k  th a t  in  in fo rm in g  upon one a no th e r l i k e  t h i s  you are g u i l t y  o f  
m a lic e ; f o r  i t  i s  ra th e r  the  case th a t  you a re  g u i l t y  i f  you a llo w  you r 
s is te r s  to  f a l l  by keep ing  s i le n t  when you co u ld  c o r re c t  them by g iv in g  
in fo rm a t io n  as to  t h e i r  f a u l t s ' .  I f  the  s is t e r  concerned den ies  th e  
charge, however, she cannot be d is c ip l in e d  f o r  i t  u n t i l  o th e r  w itn e sse s  
to  th e  o ffe n c e  have been secured, 'so  th a t  b e fo re  th e  whole s is te rh o o d  
she may not be accused by one w itn e s s  but c o n v ic te d  by two o r th r e e ' 
w h ich , i f  observed, would p ro v id e  a g a in s t e x a c t ly  th e  sce n a rio  re p o r te d  
o f  the  T abennes io t nuns. [1 9 ]
T h is  adv ice  was g iv e n  in  th e  c o n te x t o f problem s a t th e  convent a t  
Hippo n e c e s s ita t in g  s e v e ra l sharp  le t t e r s  from  A u g u s tin e , fo l lo w in g  the  
death  o f h is  s is t e r ,  who seems to  have m a in ta in e d  i t  w ith  adm ira b le
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s t a b i l i t y .  P ro fe s s in g  d is s a t is fa c t io n  w ith  her successor, however, 
s if te r  s e v e ra l y e a rs  o f  he r r u le ,  the  nuns ’ r io t o u s ly  demanded h e r 
re p la c e m e n t’ and a g ita te d  f o r  'c o n ce ss io n s  in v o lv in g , s o m e  most 
dangerous p re ce d e n ts , s u b v e rs iv e  o f sound d is c ip l in e ’ . The 
d is s a t is fa c t io n  seems ra th e r  to  have come c o in c id e n ta l ly  w ith  the  
a r r i v a l  o f  a new p r io r ,  w ith  whom, however, the y  a s s e r t  them selves to  be 
w e l l  c o n te n t -  perhaps t h e i r  d is s a t is fa c t io n  was in c re a se d  by f in d in g  
him in  f a c t  more sym p a th e tic  th a n  t h e i r  p r io re s s .  Even so, A ugus tine  
re fu s e s  to  pu t in  a p e rsona l appearance a t  t h e i r  re q u e s t, o b s e rv in g  
s a p ie n t ly  th a t  ’ perhaps yo u r r i s i n g  a g a in s t a u th o r i t y  would have been 
even more v io le n t  i n  my p re se n ce ’ and s ta t in g  th a t  he would in  any case 
have f e l t  com pe lled  to  re fu s e  what they demanded in  such an u n f i t t i n g  
fa s h io n ;  and warned th a t  had he been fa ce d  w ith  such a tu m u lt in  person, 
he would have had to  take  a more s e v e re ly  p u n it iv e  s tance . In  sum, he 
has no in t e n t io n  o f  rem oving  th e  p r io re s s ,  and th e y  shou ld  re c o n s id e r 
t h e i r  d u ty  and le a r n  n o t to  q u a r r e l.  S im ila r  was the  e xpe rie n ce  o f  
E l ia s  who b u i l t  a g re a t m onastery f o r  some 300 v i r g in s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  
w a lks  o f  l i f e  a t  A th r ib e ,  o n ly  to  f in d  h im s e lf  h a v in g  to  l i v e  w ith  them 
-  to  th e  d e tr im e n t o f h is  own s p i r i t u a l  w e l l- b e in g  -  to  keep th e  peace 
because th e y  'c o n t in u a l ly  had f i g h t s ’ . [ 2 0 ]
Some nuns, however, were m is le d  by these v e ry  c le r ic s  on whom they 
so depended; S a b in ianus the  subdeacon was c a s tig a te d  by Jerome f o r  
c re e p in g  in to  a v i r g i n ’ s c e l l  in  th e  l a t t e r ' s  Bethlehem  convent 
( i r o n ic a l l y  enough, g iv e n  Je rom e 's  e s p e c ia l p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  f o o l is h ,  
v i r g in s  who encouraged bogus s p i r i t u a l  a d v is o rs )  ' t o  seduce the  v i r g in  
to  whcan i t  b e lo n g s ’ a f t e r  p ro m is in g  to  m a rry  'y o u r u n fo r tu n a te  v i c t im ’ 
and who was re p u te d  to  have served 'many v i r g in s ’ i n  th e  same fa s h io n . 
Another example we have in  d e ta i l  i s  a n o th e r v i r g in  whose l i f e  was 
imposed on her by fa m ily  p re s s u re , and whose d ra m a tic  d i f f i c u l t i e s  came 
a f t e r  more th a n  20 ye a rs  o f  an exem plary l i f e - s t y l e .  M a ria  'th e
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H a r lo t ' ,  the  n iece  o f the  h e rm it  Abraham, f e l l  in t o  her h a r lo t r y  when
she f a i le d  to  m a in ta in  th e  s tan d a rds  he had s e t up f o r  h e r. She d id  n o t 
have th e  'g lo r y '  o f  b eg g a ring  h e r s e l f ,  l i k e  Paula o r the  M e la n ias , no r 
even th e  v i r t u e  o f a c h o ic e ; when her f a th e r ,  Abraham 's b ro th e r ,  d ie d  
when she was seven, and ' l e f t  he r u n to ld  r ic h e s ',  Abraham to o k  t h is
d e c is io n  f o r  h e r ;  'so  th a t  her m ind m ig h t no t be e n ta n g le d  in  th e  
a f f a i r s  o f  t h i s  w o r ld  . . .  a t  once the  se rva n t o f  C h r is t  o rd e red  i t  a l l  
to  be g iv e n  away to  th e  needy and th e  o rp h a n s '.  He then  b u i l t  her a
c e l l  a d jo in in g  h is ,  and s im p ly  in c o rp o ra te d  the  sm a ll g i r l  in t o  h is  own 
l i f e s t y l e .  'He ta u g h t her the  P s a lte r  and o th e r  S c r ip tu r e s ;  she kep t 
v i g i l  th e re  w ith  h im , s in g in g  the  p ra is e s  o f  th e  L o rd ; she sang psalm s 
w ith o u t number and s tro v e  to  em ulate  her u n c le  in  a l l  h is  a s c e t ic  
p r a c t ic e s . . .  I t  was he r u n c le 's  d a i ly  p ra ye r th a t  she m ig h t be kep t 
sa fe  from  th e  snares o f  th e  D e v il and the  tra p s  o f  w icked  th o u g h ts . So 
she h e ld  c o n s ta n t ly  to  the  ru le s  he ta u g h t h e r . ' Then a f te r  tw e n ty  y e a rs  
o f  ' l i v i n g  l i k e  an u nsp o tte d  lamb o r  untouched d o v e ',  she succumbed to  
the  b la nd ishm en ts  o f a v i s i t i n g  monk o f  somewhat le s s  than  Abraham 's 
p e r fe c t io n  o f  l i f e ,  and was seduced by him. U n s u rp r is in g ly ,  a f t e r  her 
u p b r in g in g , she assumed h e r s e l f  to  be d e s tin e d  f o r  dam nation; in  an 
env ironm en t where th e  c o v e t in g  o f  an e x tra  v e g e ta b le  o r the  a d d it io n  o f  
w a te r to  o n e 's  bread and s a l t  was regarded  as a b e tra y a l o f  the  way o f  
l i f e ,  w ith  such a 'p o l l u t i o n '  on her consc ience , M aria  d e sp a ire d  
c o m p le te ly : ' I  f e e l  as i f  I  am dead a lre a d y ; I  have lo s t  a l l  th a t  I  had
b e fo re  the  hard  w ork o f a s c e t ic is m ; a l l  ny p ra y e rs , te a rs  and v i g i l s  
have come to  n o th in g . I  have angered God and d e s tro ye d  m y s e lf . . .  how
can I ,  a s in n e r ,  covered w ith  f i l t h ,  eve r speak a g a in  to  my u nc le?  I f  I
were to  dare to  do so, f i r e  w ou ld  come o u t o f  th a t  window and consume 
m e .' F e e lin g  th u s  co m p le te ly  unab le  to  con fess  to  her u n c le  and h is  
c o lle a g u e s  ( in c lu d in g  Ephraim , who w ro te  the s to r y ) ,  she ' f le d  away to
a n o th e r c i t y ,  changed her appearance and b e ^ n  to  p ly  her tra d e  in  a
b r o th e l ' .  Abraham to o k  th re e  days to  n o t ic e  her d isappearance  and the n
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two y e a rs  t o  a c tu a l ly  se t e n q u ir ie s  in  t r a in ,  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  L i f e ;  
however, he d id  u l t im a te ly  a s c e r ta in  her w hereabouts, and th e n , in  a 
q u i te  u n u s u a lly  im probab le  s to ry  even by the  s tanda rds  o f  th e  medium, 
d is g u is e d  h im s e lf  as a s o ld ie r ,  went in  search o f h e r, h id  from  her h is  
id e n t i t y  th ro u g h o u t an e v e n in g 's  r o is t e r in g  in  her company ( 'F o r t y  ye a rs  
o f  a b s tin e n ce  when he ta s te d  n o th in g  b u t b re a d , ' m a rve ls  Ephra im , 'and 
now w ith o u t  h e s i ta t io n  he chewed meat to  save a so u l from  h e l l  ! The 
c h o ir  o f  h o ly  ang e ls  re jo ic e d  and was amazed a t  h is  d is c r e t io n ,  f o r  
w ith o u t  h e s i ta t io n  he a te  and d rank  in  o rd e r th a t  he m igh t draw a so u l 
o u t o f  th e  m i r e ! ' )  and r e t i r e d  w ith  her to  th e  in n e r  chamber. ( 'W h a t ' 
e n q u ire s  Ephraim  d o u b t fu l ly  's h a l l  I  say o f  you, a th le te  o f  C h r is t?  
S h a ll I  speak o f  co n tinence  o r in c o n tin e n c e , wisdom o r fo o lis h n e s s ,  
d is c r e t io n  o r in d is c r e t io n ?  A f te r  f o r t y  y e a rs  o f c o n v e rs io n , you l i e  
down on a p r o s t i t u t e 's  bed and w a it  f o r  her to  come to  you ! A l l  t h i s '  
he conc ludes f i r m ly  'you d id  f o r  the  p ra is e  and g lo ry  o f  C h r i s t ' , )  A f te r  
t h i s  th e  s to ry  fo l lo w s  th e  p a t te rn  common to  ta le s  o f  h a r lo ts  who tu rn e d  
to  p e n ite n c e ; he re v e a ls  h im s e lf  and e x h o rts  h e r ;  she is  overcome w ith  
g r ie f  and g u i l t  and p leads  f o r  a chance to  re p e n t ; le a v e s  f o r  th e  d e s e rt 
w ith  h im , and pe rfo rm s her penance w ith  such extrem es o f g r ie f  and 
a s c e tic is m  th a t  a f t e r  th re e  y e a rs  she is  g ra n te d  th e  power o f  h e a lin g  as 
a v is ib le  s ig n  o f  th e  a c c e p ta b i l i t y  o f  her p en ite n ce  by a m e rc ifu l  God. 
[ 21]
V ir g in s  under obedience n u rs in g  s ic k  c le r ic s  were e q u a lly  a t r i s k  
from  them. Many v i r g in s  p la y in g  M artha f e l l  v ic t im  to  p a t ie n ts  overcome 
by t h e i r  f i r s t  c o n ta c t w ith  a woman in  many ye a rs . One such, a b ishop  
so i l l  t h a t  ' a l l  had g iv e n  him up as l o s t '  was s t i l l  overcome by lu s t  a t  
a v i s i t i n g  nun m ere ly  to u c h in g  h is  fo o t .  He o b ta in e d  her s e rv ic e s  as a 
n u rse , s in c e  a l l  th o u g h t him a t  d e a th 's  doo r, a te  a r e v iv i f y in g  meal she 
had cooked, and p ro p o s it io n e d  h e r :  ' l i e  down w ith  me and co n ce ive  s i n ' .
A s e v e re ly  i l l  'o ld  man' fro m  S c e t is  who went to  conva lesce  in  the
-  71 -
nearby tow n, n o t w is h in g  to  burden h is  b re th re n  w ith  h is  ca re , f e l l  in t o  j
th e  same tra p  o f  assum ing 'my body is  dead ' and d is c o v e r in g  o th e rw is e  j
when a llo c a te d  'a  devou t v i r g i n '  to  tend  him . B o th  v i r g in s  su b se q u e n tly  
became p regnan t and bo th  c le r ic s  had to  assume the  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  -  
these k in d  o f  in c id e n ts  le n d in g  credence to  th e  many fa ls e  a c c u s a tio n s  
o f  c le r ic s  im p re g n a tin g  v i r g in s .  A nother v i r g in  came to  te m p ta tio n  when 
she go t in to  th e  h a b it  o f  o rd e r in g  ite m s  from  a co e n o b ite  w o rk in g  as a 
lin e n -m a k e r to  feed  th e  p o o r: she ended up l i v i n g  w ith  him f o r  s ix
months b e fo re  he was overcome by g u i l t  and f le d .  [ 2 2 ]
O ther v i r g in s  were p o t e n t ia l l y  more s e r io u s ly  lu re d  away, no t ju s t  
frcmi b o d ily  p u r i t y  , b u t fro m  the  s a n c tio n  o f  the  Church: one P rim us,
m entioned by A u g u s tin e , e n te re d  in t o  'in te rc o u rs e  unsanc tioned  by the  
c h u rc h ' w ith  the  nuns a t  Spana, and when d is c ip l in e d  by the  Church, in  
p ique  went o f f  to  j o i n  th e  D o n a tis ts ,  ta k in g  two nuns w ith  him . 
A ug u s tine  w ro te  a sym p a th e tic  b u t w a rn in g  l e t t e r  to  F e l ic ia ,  the  v i r g in  
concerned in  what seems to  have been ano the r such case, adm on ish ing  her 
a g a in s t  'd is tu rb a n c e s ' o f  he r m ind because o f  'bad sh ep h e rds '. She a ls o  
seems to  have been drawn tow ards th e  D o n a t is ts  by such bad p r ie s ts ,  
s ince  she is  a d v ise d  to  ' lo v e  w ith  a l l  yo u r h e a r t  Him and H is  Church who 
d id  no t p e rm it you, by jo in in g  y o u r s e l f  w ith  the  lo s t ,  to  lo s e  the  
rew ard o f  yo u r v i r g i n i t y  o r to  p e r is h  w ith  them. For i f  you shou ld  
d e p a rt from  t h is  w o r ld  se pa ra ted  from  th e  u n i ty  o f the  body o f C h r is t ,  
i t  w i l l  a v a i l  you n o th in g  to  have p reserved  in v io la t e  yo u r v i r g i n i t y ' .
She shou ld  ra th e r  g iv e  's in c e re s t  a f f e c t io n  to  those  good s e rv a n ts  o f  
h is  th rou g h  whose agency you were com pelled to  come in  [ to  the  f e a s t ] * ;  
but how an is o la te d  and confused  v i r g in  was to  ensure  th a t i t  was th e  
good shepherds ra th e r  th a n  the  bad who were in f lu e n c in g  he r in  the  case 
o f  two s tro n g  b u t c o n t ra d ic to r y  com puls ions was n o t e n la rg e d  upon. [ 2 3 ]
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The d e s e rt a u th o rs  a re  i l lu m in a t in g  a ls o  f o r  unhappy l i t t l e  s to r ie s  
o f  lo n e  a s c e t ic s  who endured o b loq u y , e i th e r  by t h e i r  fe l lo w s  who 
m isunde rs tood  t h e i r  a c t io n s ,  o r because they g e n u in e ly  f e l l  in to  e r r o r ,  
P a lla d iu s  t e l l s  o f  the  imm ensely a s c e t ic  v i r g in  who f e l l  a f t e r  6 ye a rs  
o f  e n c lo s u re  in  a c e l l  w e a rin g  s a c k c lo th  and ' t a k in g  no p le a s u re ';  i n  
the end she s inned  w ith  th e  man who w a ite d  on h e r. P a lla d iu s  a t t r ib u t e s  
t h is  to  her s p i r i t u a l  p r id e ;  she p ra c t is e d  asceejLs, he says a u s te re ly ,  
f o r  human o s te n ta t io n  and v a in g lo ry  and th u s  her g u a rd ia n  l e f t  h e r . S ix  
yea rs  o f  a b s tin e n c e , i t  w ould seem, gave he r no a c q u ire d  v i r t u e ;  the  
judgem ent s t i l l ,  a w a ited  th e  u l t im a te  outcome o f her s t ru g g le .  Many must 
s im i la r ly  have t i r e d  a f t e r  a f i r m  i n i t i a l  purpose and re c e iv e d  as l i t t l e  
c r e d i t  f o r  a b n e g a tio n  a lre a d y  a ch ieve d ; a d a u n tin g  th o u g h t to  fa c e , i f  
some ye a rs  in to  an a s c e t ic  v o c a t io n  w ith  courage f la g g in g .  I t  was 
p a r t i c u la r ly  d is c o u ra g in g  i f  even re s is ta n c e  o f  te m p ta tio n  m ig h t ^ i n  
one no c r e d i t  in  the  eyes o f  male a s c e t ic s .  H i la r io n  the  h e rm it ,  h a v in g  
ach ieved  th e  cu re  o f a v i r g in  d r iv e n  to  madness by possess ion , 're p ro v e d  
the g i r l  when h e r h e a lth  re tu rn e d , f o r  h a v in g , by h e r im prudent co nd u c t, 
p e rm itte d  th e  d e v i l  to  g a in  c o n t ro l o f  h e r ' .  The in t e r e s t in g  a spe c t o f 
t h is  case, p a r t i c u la r l y  g iv e n  th a t  the  a u th o r i s  Jerome, i s  th a t  
a b s o lu te ly  no in s ta n c e s  o f  her a lle g e d  'im p ru d e n c e ', such as w ou ld  g iv e  
the  case a c le a re r  m o ra l, a re  g iv e n ; on the  c o n tra ry ,  we are  t o ld  th a t  
th e  possess ion  was caused by the  s p e l ls  o f  a yo u th  enamoured o f  the  
v i r g in  who had re p e a te d ly  made advances to  h e r w h ich  she had s te a d fa s t ly  
r e s is te d .  But th e  v i r g in ,  l i k e  C a e sa r's  w ife ,  must be above the  ve ry  
s u s p ic io n  o f rep roach  and by a t t r a c t in g  m is fo r tu n e s  she is  rebuked as 
th e  a u th o r o f them. I t  was a f in e -d ra w n  l in e ,  however, and e x a c t ly  how 
f in e  tended to  depend on w h ich  c le r ic  was e n co u n te re d : S e rap ion , by
c o n tra s t ,  found a v i r g in  b lam ew orthy in  h e r l i f e  f o r  be ing  io o  c a r e fu l .  
A household v i r g in  in  Rome who had made a v i r t u e  ou t o f  not a p p e a rin g  in  
p u b lic  f o r  25 y e a rs , she broke t h is  r u le  when S erap ion  p o in te d  o u t to  
her th a t  i f  she were t r u l y  dead to  the  w o rld  ' i t  i s  a l l  the  same to  you
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w hether you appear o r n o t. So appear in  p u b l ic ’ , bu t ba lked  a t  a 
command to  w a lk  th rou g h  the  c i t y  naked, on the  same r a t io n a le  -  th u s  
be ing  open to  h is  c r i t i c i s m  th a t  the  m o tive s  f o r  her s t r in g e n t  s e c lu s io n  
were no t r e l ig io u s  bu t p r id e f u l .  [2 4 ]
Some to o k  s te p s  to  make th e  d a u n tin g  pa th  e a s ie r  to  fo l lo w .  The 
v i r g in  who s inned  w ith  h e r 'a t te n d a n t ' may w e ll have been one o f a breed 
th a t  aroused much c o n te n t io n  and i r e  in  the  more severe  F a th e rs ; those  
who se t up a v i r g in a l  l i f e s t y l e  b u t in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  a member o f the  
o p p o s ite  sex in  a lm ost a p a r tn e rs h ip .  Known as V irg in e s  subijatrsdu_c.ts^ 
o r agape tae , these  a re  a c c re d ite d  by Hans A c h e lis  w ith  'th e  e a rn e s t 
d e s ire  to  keep [ th e  vow o f c o n t in e n c y ] ' -  bu t were a l l  to o  f r e q u e n t ly  
n o t so a c c re d ite d  in  t h e i r  cwn tim e . The s i t u a t io n  was u nd e rs ta n d a b ly  
open to  s u s p ic io n ;  'th e  c o h a b ita t io n  o f the sexes under the  c o n d it io n  o f  
s t r i c t  co n tin e n c e , a coup le  s h a r in g  th e  same house, o f te n  th e  same room, 
and sometimes the  same bed, y e t  co n d u c tin g  them se lves as b ro th e r and 
s i s t e r , ' [2 5 ] The advantages o f  such a i^s te m , i f  s in c e re ly  p ra c t is e d ,
a re  e v id e n t:  lo n e  women s h r in k in g  from  the  r ig o u r s  o f  fe n d in g  f o r
them selves co u ld  have, as w e ll  as a companion, an agent to  c a rry  out 
th e i r  bus iness , th e re b y  a ls o  a v o id in g  the  need f o r  the  go ing  abroad so 
f re q u e n t ly  com pla ined o f  in  v i r g in s ;  f re q u e n t ly  one o f  th e  p a ir  w ou ld  be 
b e tte r  o f f  and thus p ro v id e  f o r  th e  le s s  fo r tu n a te  p a r tn e r ,  a c q u ir in g  
m e r it  and in c id e n ta l ly  m aking l i f e  e a s ie r f o r  a fe l lo w  C h r is t ia n ;  the y  
co u ld  a s s is t  each o th e r  in  m a te r ia l ways, in s p ir e  each o th e r by example 
and a vo id  th e  p i t f a l l s  open to  those  who, is o la te d  in  t h e i r  s tru g g le ,  
became t i r e d  o r dece ived  o r  lo n e ly .  T h is  system must have proved v a s t ly  
more a t t r a c t i v e  to  many than  more o rtho d ox  methods o f a s c e tic is m . 
M entions o f  t h is  p ra c t ic e  a re  f re q u e n t in  our p e r io d :  in  the  th re e
Cappadocian F a th e rs , i n  Jerome, in  th e  canons o f  v a r io u s  church c o u n c ils  
bann ing the  p ra c t ic e ,  in c lu d in g  th e  famous C o u nc il o f  N icaea in  325, in  
John C h rysos tom 's  two H o m ilie s  a g a in s t i t ;  even th e  D e se rt F a th e rs  have
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say ings  c i t i n g  cases o f  'o ld  men' need ing  to  p rove  t h e i r  p u r i t y  because 
they were 's e rv e d  by a h o ly  v i r g i n ' .  [2 6 ]
The s u s p ic io n s  to  w h ich  these  p a r tn e rs h ip s  l a id  them se lves open a re  
o b v io u s ; Chrysostom , th o u # i conced ing  th a t  many o f  them were s in c e re  in  
t h e i r  b e l ie f s  and had re ta in e d  t h e i r  b o d ily  p u r i t y ,  n o n e th e le ss  was 
conv inced th a t  o n ly  sexua l d e s ire ,  however unacknow ledged, co u ld  so 
pe rm anen tly  b ind  a man to  a woman, f o r  'why e ls e  w ould  a man put up w ith  
the  f a u l t s  o f  a woman? He would f in d  her d e s p ic a b le '.  Jerome 
c a v a l ie r ly  d ism isse s  th e  p r a c t ic a l  p leas  o f  n e c e s s ity :  'How many
v i r g in s  and widows th e re  a re  who have looked  a f t e r  t h e i r  p ro p e r ty  f o r  
them selves w ith o u t th e re b y  in c u r r in g  any s c a n d a l' ;  'g le e f u l l y  no ted  th e  
fre qu e ncy  w ith  w h ich  the  supposed v i r g in s  were be trayed  by t h e i r  
" s w e l l in g  w om bs"', and p o in te d  o u t th e  th in n e s s  o f  some o f th e  excuses 
p re fe r re d  f o r  c lo s e  c o h a b ita t io n ,  in  a l e t t e r  to  a monk c r i t i c i s e d  o f 
th is  (who happened, in  a d d i t io n ,  to  be a c r i t i c  o f h is  A g a in s t 
J o v in ia n ) : ' I  sh o u ld  l i k e  everyone to  take  a w ife  who, because they
m igh t ge t f r ig h te n e d  in  the  n ig h t ,  cannot manage to  s le e p  a lo n e . ' A
fu r th e r  i r r i t a t i o n  to  Chrysostom , i t  seems, was th e  c la im  o f  many o f
these coup les  th a t  t h e i r  arrangem ent gave them t o u r e r  m oral f i b r e  to
w ith s ta n d  te m p ta t io n ; a c o n t r a d ic t io n  to  Chrysostom , s in ce  in  h is  eyes 
they were l i v i n g  in  a c o n s ta n t s ta te  o f  te m p ta tio n  and o p p o r tu n ity  f o r  
th o u g h ts  o f  lu s t  w h ich , as we have showed, were as f a t a l  as th e  deed to  
those embarked on the  a s c e t ic  l i f e s t y l e .  But in  any case, even i f  he 
had been w i l l i n g  to  accep t t h i s  p le a , Chrysostom advances a g a in s t them 
the argument o f  Paul (Romans 14; I  Cor. 8 ) th a t  those capab le  o f 
s tre n g th  must h e lp  those  le s s  ca pa b le ; these  co up les  a re  p ro v id in g  th e  
o ccas ion  f o r  s in  in  o th e rs  by g iv in g  r is e  to  u n c h r is t ia n  s u s p ic io n  and 
o ffe n c e , th e re fo re ,  i f  t r u l y  s tro n g , they shou ld  be w i l l i n g  to  s u f fe r  
f o r  God by g iv in g  up th a t  w h ich  o n ly  a rg u a b ly  p r o f i t s  them and w h ich  
d e f in i t e l y  le a ds  o th e rs  a s tra y .  In  a d d it io n  to  th e  harm to  o th e r
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C h r is t ia n s  is  added th e  harm o f  th e  church th rough  the  i l l - r e p u t e  
a tta c h e d  to  i t  by these  i r r e g u la r  co u p le s , [273
These concerns a re  a g a in  a ire d  by Jerome, in  what i s ,  a f t e r  the  
v i t u p e r a t io n  we have no ted  on the  s u b je c t  when w r i t i n g  to  E ustoch ium , a 
s u r p r is in g ly  m ild  l e t t e r  to  an a c tu a l case in  p o in t ,  h is  Le_t_tjer 117 to  a 
m other and daugh te r l i v i n g  in  G au l, These women were l i v i n g  a p a r t ,  bo th  
o f them w ith  'c l e r i c a l  d i r e c t o r s ' ;  the  im p l ic a t io n  in  t h e i r  case i s  th a t  
the y  found each o th e r hard  to  l i v e  w ith  and in  any case, p re fe r re d  t h e i r  
independence, s in ce  the y  seemed to  be s u p p o r t in g  th e  men, Jerome was 
n o t a c tu a l ly  a cqu a in te d  w ith  these women, bu t had been asked to  w r i te  to  
than  by the b ro th e r  o f  the  d a u g h te r, who was w o rr ie d  by the  scanda l 
a tte n d a n t upon th e  s i t u a t io n .  In  h is  l e t t e r ,  Jerome take s  th e  stance  
th a t  w h ile  he su spe c ts  n o th in g  e v i l ,  i t  i s  incum bent upon them to  
p re ve n t s u s p ic io n  in  o th e rs .  'Even i f  your cwn consc iences a c q u it  you 
o f m isd o in g , y e t  the  v e ry  rumour o f such w i l l  b r in g  d isg ra ce  upon y o u ' 
and he ta ke s  th e  same v iew  as Chrysostom , th a t  t h i s  i s  in  any case an 
u n n e c e s s a r ily  r is k y  l i f e s t y l e ,  p la c in g  them g r a tu i to u s ly  in  the  way o f  
te m p ta t io n : 'why must you l i v e  in  a house where you must d a i ly  s t ru g g le
f o r  l i f e  and d e a th ? ' And as much as Chrysostom he doub ts  the  v a l i d i t y  o f  
th e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n s :  ' I f  you a re  a tru e  v i r g in ,  why do you fe a r  yo u r
m o th e r 's  c a re fu l g u a rd ia n s h ip ; and i f  you have f a l l e n ,  why do you n o t 
open ly  m a rry ? ' A t le a s t  she shou ld  ' l i v e  in  a sepa ra te  b u i ld in g  and take  
you r meals a p a r t ;  f o r  i f  you rem a in  under one r o o f  w ith  h im , s la n d e re rs  
w i l l  say th a t  you share  w ith  him your b e d '. They e q u a lly  in c u r  censu re ; 
the  m other f o r  l e t t i n g  he r daugh te r le a ve  in  t h i s  way, the daugh te r f o r  
d is p la y in g  unseemly la c k  o f  f a m i l ia l  f e e l in g ,  bo th  women f o r  t h e i r  
l i v e - i n  c le r ic s ,  and the  b ro th e r  f o r  no t show ing more d e c is io n  in  
re b u k in g  th e  women. [2 8 ]
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This oasd demonstrates a further aspect to the fljuMûtrûdUotsJif and
one h a rd ly  l i k e l y  t o  endear them to  th e  F a th e rs ; th a t  t h is  system  seems 
t o  have been a means whereby C h r is t ia n  women aga in  l ib e r a te d  them selves 
fro m  fa m ily  r e s t r ic t io n s  and p re o c c u p a tio n s , b u t w i th  more tha n  a 
s u g g e s tio n  th a t  I t  was f o r  t h e i r  own ends ra th e r  tha n  to  f r e e  t h e i r  
m inds f o r  p ra is in g  God* Chrysostom I s  a ls o  w o rr ie d  by th e  f r i v o l i t y  
shown by many, and t h a t ,  w orse , th e y  a re  le a d in g  t h e i r  'm onks' In to  
s im i la r  l e v i t y  o f  m ind* th e y  spend t h e i r  days ru n n in g  e rra n d s  f o r  t h e i r  
com panions, he w o r r ie s ,  'c a l l i n g  a t  shops to  see I f  madame' s m ir r o r  was 
ready y e t ,  I f  h e r bowl had been re p a ire d ' and by spend ing  lo n g  hours 
w ith  womanly converse th e  monk m ig h t a c q u ire  th e  h a b its  and 's e r v i le  
m e n ta l i t y ' o f  th a t  sex. In  s h o r t ,  Chrysostom w o r r ie s  abou t w hat he 
p e rc e iv e s  as a process o f  w hat we shou ld  c a l l  " r o le  r e v e r s a l" ,  and says 
t h a t  th e  d is t in c t i v e  male and fem ale  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  a re  be ing  
o v e rtu rn e d  In  the se  In v id io u s  com pan ionsh ips; bes ides th e  men becoming 
f r iv o lo u s  and e f f e te ,  th e  women a re  a d o p tin g  lo r d ly  ways and r e jo ic in g  
In  dom in ion  ove r men, f o r g e t t in g  th a t  " th e  head o f  woman is  man" ( I  Cor. 
1 1 *3 ). E liz a b e th  C la rk  a t t r ib u t e s  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  to  an I n a b i l i t y  In  th e  
a n c ie n t w o r ld  to  comprehend th e  concep t o f  P la to n ic  f r ie n d s h ip  between 
th e  sexes, s in c e  ' f r ie n d s h ip  In  th e  t r u e s t  sense meant a k in d  o f  p a r i t y
between two p e o p le , and women by v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  I n f e r io r  n a tu re  and
s ta tu s ,  co u ld  th u s  r a r e ly  q u a l i f y  as s u ita b le  c a n d id a te s  f o r  f r ie n d s h ip  
w ith  m en '. [2 9 ]
T h is  has a f a m i l ia r  r in g  to  I t .  I n f e r io r  by s ta tu s  a g a in , and
s u b je c t  by s in  as we have seen, amongst women o f  le s s  m e tt le  -  and le s s
means -  th a n  a Eustochium  o r  a M e la n ia  th e  appearance o f  t h i s  phenomenon 
o f  th e  y ix g ln e a  s u b ln tro d u c ta e  ranks  amongst a tte m p ts  t o  wean them se lves 
fro m  t h e i r  s u b je c t io n  e q u a lly  t o  t h e i r  fa m i l ie s  and In  th e  eyes o f  th e  
ch u rch ; In  many cases e v id e n t ly  s in c e re ly  m o tiv a te d  though p o t e n t ia l l y  
u n fo r tu n a te  In  r e s u l t .  P robab ly  amongst many o f  those  who f e l l ,  as d id
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îP a l la d iu s ' v i r g in  exam ined above, we m ig h t f in d  a re a l v o c a t io n  n o t 
e q u a lle d  by s p i r i t u a l  s t re n g th .  And once a g a in  we encoun te r the  appeal 
to  n a tu re  and the  s c r ip tu r e s  in  the  p re o ccu p a tio n  o f  the  c r i t i c s  o f  t h i s  
l i f e s t y l e  w ith  th e  f i t n e s s  to  ass ig ne d  ro le s  f o r  women. B u t, as we have 
seen, the  n a tu re  o f  ' r o le s '  o f  t h is  k in d  accords i l l  w ith  the  s ta n d a rd s  
p o s tu la te d  f o r  th e  v i r g in s  p ro p e r, th e  é l i t e  o f  the  church  in  the  th e o ry  
o f  th e  th e o lo g ia n s  -  a th e o ry  a ^ i n s t  w hich we have seen some sm a ll b u t 
i l lu m in a t in g  v ig n e t te s .
T h is  c o n t r a d ic t io n  i s  a lw ays p re sen t in  th e  th e o r e t ic a l w r i t i n g  o f  
the p e r io d ;  the  women in h e r e n t ly  s in f u l  o f n a tu re  who may y e t be capab le  
o f  d a z z lin g  p r o b ity  such as to  put in  t h e i r  hands some o f  the  burden f o r  
the  s p i r i t u a l  w e ll- b e in g  o f  the  church and dem onstra te  t h e i r  f i t n e s s  f o r  
th e  le g a cy  passed on by th e  M other o f  God, and such as to  g iv e  them a 
p o w e rfu l h o ld  on the  a p o c a ly p t ic  im agery o f th e  E a r ly  Church. The need 
to  c o n fro n t t h is  c o n fu s io n  r a r e ly  seems to  d is tu r b  th e  w r i t e r s  o f  
im p ro v in g  h o m ilie s  addressed to  th e  women in v o lv e d , bu t mai%y women were 
unab le  to  re s o lv e  th e  c o n f l i c t ,  o r ,  as we have seen, found  means 
unaccep tab le  w i t h in  th e  h a rd e n in g  boundaries o f o rth o d o xy . But some 
found room to  manoeuvre w i t h in  th e  c o n t ra d ic t io n s  o f  the  P a t r i s t i c  
co n ce p tio n s  o f  womanly v i r t u e  so s u c c e s s fu lly  as to  ach ieve  exagge ra ted  
a d m ira t io n  from  these a r b i t e r s .
'The c o n tin e n ce  w h ich  i s  aware o f  i t s  own r i g h t * ;  th e  o rd e r o f  Widows
' I s  widowhood g r ie v o u s  to  you? why shou ld  i t  be g rie v o u s  a t  a l l ,  
to  one who is  soon to  pass away? The a pp o in te d  day is  a t  hand, the  p a in  
w i l l  n o t la s t  lo n g . '  (G re g o ry .N a z ia n ze n ,O r. 18.43)
Widowhood and th e o ry
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Widows seem to  have re p re s e n te d  a n u m e r ic a lly  more s u p e r io r  and 
h i s t o r i c a l l y  more a n c ie n t  tendency in  the  ch u rch ; however, u l t im a te ly  
they would la c k  th e  q u a l i t ie s  th a t  pu t th e  v i r g in s  in  th e  f r o n t  ra n k  in  
the c o n te s t f o r  th e  Crown o f  Crowns. The widows a re  a t te s te d  from  the  
e a r l ie s t  a p o s to l ic  t im e s  in  t h e i r  own ca te g o ry , 'th e  r o l l  o f  w id o w s ', 
a long  w ith  in s t r u c t io n s  as to  t h e i r  q u a l i f ic a t io n s  and s u p e rv is io n ;  and 
they  seem to  have q u ic k ly  occup ie d  an uneasy m idd le , ground between be ing  
church fu n c t io n a r ie s  and prim e r e c ip ie n ts  o f church c h a r i t y ,  bu t were 
a lw ays view ed in  th e  l i g h t  o f a se pa ra te  c a te g o ry . [ 31 ]
H is t o r ic a l ly ,  i n  Roman s o c ie ty  the  widcw occup ied  an e q u a lly  
nebulous ground; w h ile  the  u n iv i r a ,  the  widow f a i t h f u l  to  her s in g le  
dead husband, was t r a d i t i o n a l l y  h e ld  up as a model to  be adm ired as 
h a v in g  a t ta in e d  some id e a l o f  m a rria g e , and the  a d m in is t r a t io n  o f  the  
c iv ic  c u l t s  o f  F o rtun a  M u liê b r ls  and P u d lc i t ia  were re se rve d  f o r  these  
women o f  s u p e r io r  s ta n d in g  in  th e  community, th e re  a re  a ls o  some 
in d ic a t io n s  th a t  t h i s  was no t u n iv e r s a l ly  the case. Such a p o s i t io n  
co u ld  a ls o  be e x p lo ite d  as an o p p o r tu n ity  to  g a in  independence and 
s e lf -d e te rm in a t io n ,  and m ig h t be seen le s s  c h a r i ta b ly  by the  fa m i l ie s  as 
an ir r e s p o n s ib le  a t t i t u d e  to  th e  o b l ig a t io n s  o f  b lood  and p ro p e r ty  -  an 
a t t i t u d e  w h ich  f in d s  echoes in  th e  fa m i l ie s  o f  the. devout women o f the  
l a t e r  p e r io d . And indeed , some o f the  widows o f  t h is  s tud y  were to  th a t  
e x te n t be ing  o p p o r tu n is t ic  in  r e fu s in g  to  m arry  a g a in  f o r  t h e i r  own 
reasons, as d id  M a rc e lla  and M e la n ia  the  E ld e r ;  bu t were a ls o  a d o p tin g  
and a d a p tin g  th e  p r in c ip le  o f th e  u n iv i r a  by g iv in g  i t  an a d d it io n a l 
m y s t ic a l resonance. F o r, w ith  b e l ie f  in  r e s u r re c t io n  came th e  
c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  genuine c o n fu s io n  as to  o n e 's  p o s i t io n  on th e  la s t  day 
as the spouse o f more than  one p a r tn e r ,  a p o s i t io n  M acrina  can e x p lo i t  
even as o n ly  a b e tro th e d  spouse. The cho ice  o f  her m a rriage  h a v in g  been 
made f o r  her by her p a re n ts  when she was to o  young to  have s e r io u s ly  
o b je c te d , when th e  p la n s  f o r  her fu tu r e  were p e r fo rc e  d e fe rre d  because
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o f  the  death  o f  her b e tro th e d  she can q u i te  s in c e re ly  express doub ts  as 
to  he r s ta tu s  as b e lo n g in g  to  him in  the  eyes o f  God, and assume a t i t l e  
o f  u n iv i r a  th a t  i s  p u re ly  m y s t ic a l in  q u a l i t y .
W hatever the  p o s i t io n  o f  such a s p e c ia l case, though, in  s o c ie ty  a t  
la rg e  th e  im pu lse  o f th e  C h r is t ia n  Church was tow ards in s t i t u t i o n a l i z i n g  
the  concept o f  lo y a l t y  a f t e r  death  to  the  s in g le  m a rria g e , f o r  men and 
women, w ith  a heavy m oral d is in c e n t iv e  tow ards re m a rr ia g e ; a b y -p ro d u c t 
o f  w h ich  was the  p ro v is io n  o f  a su p p ly  o f m ature church members w ith  
t im e , energy and e xp e rie n ce  o f  som eth ing o f  th e  w o rld  to  channel in t o  
the s e rv ic e  o f  the  ch u rch . 'A widow who is  " lo o s e d  from  the  law o f  he r 
husband" has, f o r  her one d u ty , to  c o n tin u e  a w id o w . ' T h is  b e in g  so, th e  
way o f  th e  women o f th e  6 0 - fo ld ,  o f  m o d if ie d  -  o r b e la te d  -  a b n e g a tio n , 
by c o n tra s t  w ith  th e  s t r a ite n e d  pa th  o f  v i r g i n i t y  would seem 
c o m p a ra tiv e ly  l i g h t .  Widowhood was more o f a moveable fe a s t ,  cou ld  be 
embarked on by women in  a k in d  o f  s e m i- o f f ic ia l  c a p a c ity  w ith o u t m a jo r 
u p se t in  o n e 's  own home, by s im p ly  p re s e rv in g  the  s ta tu s  quo a f t e r  the  
dea th  o f  th e  husband w ith  the  advantage o f r e ta in in g  th e  k in d  o f  
independence th a t  le a d s  the  church  w r i te r s  to  com p la in  so b i t t e r l y  o f  
th e  w i l f u l  demeanour o f  sane w idows, A ge ruch ia  i s  e n jo in e d  by Jerome to  
fo l lo w  the  example o f  h e r m other Ben igna, a widow f o r  14 y e a rs , and h e r 
grandm other M e tro n ia, a widow f o r  40 y e a rs : 'a  nob le  band o f  t r i e d
C h r is t ia n  women' o f  whom th e re  i s  no su g g e s tio n  th a t  they a lte re d  by 
much t h e i r  nob le  l i f e s t y l e  in  G au l. S im ila r  p ra is e  i s  meted o u t to  
J u lia n a  and Proba, m other and grandm other o f D em e trias , women o f n o ta b ly  
independent and a u to c r a t ic  tu rn s  o f  mind who re ta in e d  f i r m  c o n tro l over 
t h e i r  own d e s t in ie s .  [ 3 2 ]
The issu e  w ith  vows o f  widowhood was c o n c o m ita n tly  more b lu r re d  
than  w ith  vowed v i r g i n i t y .  The in s ta n t  one to o k  vows as a v i r g in ,  one 
became a case f o r  concern to  o n e 's  g ua rd ia ns  and lo c a l churches. W ith  
widows the case was ra th e r  the  o p p o s ite  s in ce  Paul warned c a r e fu l ly
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about assum ing to o  many widows a t  the  care o f th e  Church, and they were 
a c t iv e ly  encouraged, where the  fa m ily  c ircu m s ta n ce s  a llo w e d , to  m ere ly  
c o n ta in  c h a s te ly  under t h e i r  own a u sp ice s  ' t h a t  the  church  may not be 
charged, bu t may be f r e e  to  r e l ie v e  those  th a t  a re  widows in d e e d ',  
'Widows in d e e d ' a re  deemed by Paul to  be over th re e -s c o re  ye a rs  o ld ,  the  
w ife  o f o n ly  one husband and seen to  be u p r ig h t  in  th e  com m unity; and 
'such  as a re  d e s o la te  and have no r e la t io n s  to  h e lp  them, who cannot 
la b o u r w ith  t h e i r  hands, who a re  weakened by p o v e rty  and overcome ty  
ye a rs , whose t r u s t  i s  i n  God, and t h e i r  o n ly  w ork  p ra y e r ' .  [3 3 ]  Thus
th e  d ic h o to m y ' in  th e  s ta tu s  o f  w idows; by these  c r i t e r i a  few indeed 
q u a l i f y ,  and y e t  i t  does n o t behove young widows such as A ge ruch ia  and 
S a lv in a  to  m arry a g a in  m ere ly  because they a re  not o ld  and p o o r; they  
can be s t i l l  b e t te r  w itn e s s e s , o f  whom i t  w i l l  be s a id  'h e r y o u th  makes 
her c h a s t i t y  a l l  the  more commendable'. They a re  a d v is e d ; 'Do no t be 
d is tu rb e d  because th e  a p o s t le  a llo w s  none to  be chosen as a widow under 
th e  age o f th re e -s c o re  yea rs  o ld ,  n e ith e r  suppose th a t  he in te n d s  to  
r e je c t  those  who a re  s t i l l  young. B e lie v e  th a t  you a re  indeed chosen by 
him who s a id  to  h is  d is c ip le  'T .e t no man desp ise  you r y o u th * " .  So they 
rem ain  widows w i t h in  the  community, n o t on the  Church r o l l ,  w ith  le s s  
incum bent on than  than  th e  v i r g in s .  [3 4 ]
Thus a ls o  the  w ide d is p a r i t y  between th e  in t e n s i t y  o f t h e i r  
observances. A lthough  no t an o f f ic e  p ro p e r ly  speak ing , th e  widowed 
s ta te  im p lie d  -  to  those  in c l in e d  to  heed the words o f the  F a th e rs  -  a 
demand f o r  p e r fe c t io n  and a m is s io n  to  th e  younger women in  th e  
ccmm unity. C e r ta in ly  some, such as M e lan ia , M a rc e lla , Paula. B le s i l l a  
regarded  th e  s ta t io n  as a commandment to  g re a te r  d e v o tio n a l and a s c e t ic  
e f f o r t s ;  f o r  le s s  extrem e cases such as F u r ia ,  S a lv in a . A ge ru ch ia , 
J u lia n a , Proba and the  unnamed widow to  whom th e  L e t te r  to  a Young Widow 
is  addressed, Jerome, A ugus tine  and Chrysostcm r e s t r i c t  t h e i r  adv ice  to  
the  meat o f the  m a tte r .  These women shou ld  read  Paul f o r  gu idance
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(Jerome can a lso  be found  a d v o c a tin g  D ido as an example to  C h r is t ia n  
w idow s), p re se rve  t h e i r  modest demeanour and t h e i r  c h a s t i t y  -  and above 
a l l ,  t h e i r  r e p u ta t io n  f o r  c h a s t i t y ;  'a  woman's r e p u ta t io n  i s  a te n d e r 
p la n t . . . e s p e c ia l ly  i f  she has no husband' and no o p p o r tu n ity  f o r  scandal 
shou ld  be g ive n  to  u n b e lie v e rs  o r the  ccmmunity because o f  'to o  g re a t
in t im a c y ' w ith  ' tro o p s  o f  r e t a in e r s ' .  Thus Paula 'fro m  the  tim e  o f  the
death o f  he r husband, never sa t a t  meat w ith  a man, however h o ly ' .  [3 5 ]
S evera l le v e ls  o f  th in k in g  about widows e x is te d ,  and in  some cases
ra th e r  a s t ra in e d  a t t i t u d e .  Some m e rite d  no a d m ira t io n  f o r  t h e i r  
c o n tin e n c e , f o r  they were 'w idows from  com puls ion , n o t c h o ic e * . O thers 
choose the  s ta te  f o r  u n d e s ira b le  re a son s ; th e y  'p r e fe r  widowhood to  r u le  
by a husband '. T h is , as we w i l l  see, was an in c e n t iv e  o f fe re d  no t 
in f r e q u e n t ly  by the  p a t r i s t i c  w r i te r s  them selves to  persuade t h e i r  
ta rg e ts  o f  th e  advantages o f  th e  s i t u a t io n ;  bu t was no t regarded  as a 
becoming c o n c lu s io n  f o r  th e  women them selves to  a r r iv e  a t ,  and the  
F a th e rs  com pla ined b i t t e r l y  o f  t h e i r  ta k in g  advantage o f  t h e i r  
s i t u a t io n .  ' I t  has become a m a tte r o f  in d if fe r e n c e  f o r  widows to  t a l k  
f o o l i s h ly ,  and r e v i le  one a n o th e r, and f l a t t e r ,  and be sham eless, and 
appear everyw here and parade in  p u b lic  p la c e s ' and some ' t r e a t  p r ie s ts  
p r id e f u l ly  because they a re  r i c h '  -  o r ,  presum ably, because o f  th e  more 
independent h a b its  le a rn e d  w i t h in  the g re a te r  freedom  o f m a rr ia g e . I f  
re -a tta c h e d  to  a man, these  u n ru ly  women would be a t  le a s t  n o t io n a l ly  
under a u th o r i t y ;  n o n e th e le s s , r a is in g  o n e 's  widowhood to  th e  le v e l o f an 
avowed l i f e - c h o ic e  approved by the  church was to  th e  a s c e t ic  fa th e rs  o f  
n e c e s s ity  to  be advocated to  women f o r  whom v i r g i n i t y  i s  no lo n g e r an 
o p t io n .  'A widow shou ld  be ig n o ra n t th a t  second m a rriage  i s  p e rm it te d ; 
she shou ld  know n o th in g  o f the  a p o s t le 's  words " i t  i s  b e t te r  to  m arry  
than  to  b u r n " ' bu t i s  in v i t e d  in s te a d  to  co n s id e r th a t  'd igam y is  
p re fe ra b le  o n ly  to  f o r n i c a t io n ' .  G iven the com prehensive e x p e c ta t io n s  
o f  m arriage  and th e  e a r ly  n o tio n s  o f  the  m a rr ia g e a b le  age we have
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examined, t h is  a dv ice  would a p p ly  to  a f a r  g re a te r  p ro p o r t io n  o f  th e  
women to  whom the  fa th e rs  preached. But those so addressed were w id e ly  
b e lie v e d  to  be in  more need o f  e x h o r ta t io n ;  'Widows who a re  p la ced  in  a 
p o s i t io n  o f d is t r e s s  and t r i b u la t i o n '  were re p re se n te d  as h a v in g  a 
h a rshe r l o t  to  endure . [ 36 ]
They were b e lie v e d  to  be ra th e r  worse o f f  in  term s o f  
s u s c e p t ib i l i t y  o f  th e  f le s h ,  f o r  in s ta n c e : Je rom e 's  a d v ice  to
Eustochium  compares her ta s k  w ith  th a t  o f  her s is t e r  B le s i l l a ,  who 
m a rried  b u t whose husband d ie d  a f t e r  o n ly  seven months o f m a rria g e  and 
so ' l o s t  th e re b y  th e  crown o f  v i r g i n i t y  and th e  p le a su re s  o f  w e d lo c k ' 
and o f  whom Jerome seems n o t to  h o ld  o u t h ig h  hopes; ' i t  w i l l  be h a rd e r 
f o r  her than  f o r  you to  fo rg o  d e l ig h ts  once known and w ith  a le s s e r  
reward f o r  p re s e rv in g  her c o n t in e n c e '.  A ug u s tine  when e x p o s tu la t in g  on 
th e  d u ty  to  widowhood seem ing ly  suppresses h is  own e xpe rie n ce  to  i n s is t  
' i t  i s  e a s ie r  to  b r id le  tha n  f u l f i l  d e s i r e ' -  bu t adds s o u r ly  th a t  ' I  
have, however, o f te n  observed t h is  f a c t  o f  human behav iou r th a t ,  w ith  
c e r ta in  peop le , when s e x u a li ty  i s  rep ressed  a v a r ic e  seems to  grow in  i t s  
p la c e ',  [ 37 ]
O ther o b je c t io n s  to  co n tin e n ce  ra is e d  were more d o w n -to -e a r th : 'My
l i t t l e  pa trim ony  is  s h r in k in g  day by day, the  p ro p e r ty  I  in h e r i te d  is
b e ing  squandered, my se rv a n t in s u l t s  me, my maid ig n o re s  my o rd e rs . Who
w i l l  appear on ray b e h a lf b e fo re  the  a u th o r i t ie s ?  Who w i l l  see to  the  
e d u c a tio n  o f  my c h i ld r e n  and th e  t r a in in g  o f  my s la v e s ? ' Excuses, says 
Jerome: 'No woman m a rr ie s  to  a vo id  c o h a b it in g  w ith  a h u sb a n d .' John
Chrysostom, from  the  e xp e rie n ce s  o f  h is  • m o ther, has and v i v id l y
re p re s e n ts  in  On th e  P r ie s th ood, a c le a r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  'th e  h o r ro rs
o f  w idowhood' a t  th a t  t im e , even amongst those  who had adequate means to  
su p p o rt t h e i r  s ta te ;  'she  must encounte r the  s lo t h fu l  ness o f  dom es tics , 
and keep an eye on t h e i r  m isdeeds, ward o f f  the  p lo ts  o f r e la t iv e s ,  and 
b ra v e ly  bear the  in s u l t s  o f  those  who le v y  th e  p u b lic  ta xe s , and t h e i r
—  83 —
c r u e lty  in  th e  im p o s it io n  o f  t r i b u t e ’ . B e ing  a widow w ith  c h i ld re n  
tends to  added a n x ie t ie s  on t h e i r  b e h a lf,  n o t to  m en tion  the  expense. 
N one the less , he, a lo n g  w ith  many o f the  F a th e rs , to o k  a d i r e r  v iew  o f 
the  s u f fe r in g s  in v o lv e d  in  m a rr ia g e ; the c la sh e s  o f tem peraments, th e  
p e tty  wrongs and je a lo u s ie s  between husband and w ife ,  th e  p a in , w o rry  
and expense o f  c h i ld re n .  A dd re ss in g  those re l ie v e d  o f them in  On Not 
M a rry in g  AgalJ3, he s ta te d  h is  b e l ie f  th a t  they were lo o k in g  a t  t h e i r  
m a rria g e s , now s a fe ly  in  the  p a s t, th rough  ro s e -c o lo u re d  s p e c ta c le s , and 
la b o u rs  th e  advantages o f  re m a in in g  a widow. [2 8 ]
Those lo w e r down the  s o c ia l s c a le  were ra th e r  prone to  the  k in d  o f  
p e t ty ,  d im in is h in g  a n x ie t ie s  and g rie va n ce s  s u ffe re d  by o th e r widows 
Chrysostom ta lk s  a bo u t, who were a lo ne , im poverished  and e m b itte re d . 
Less rancou rous  th a n  Jerome, Chrysostom , i f  fre qu e ncy  o f i t e r a t i o n  i s  
any in d ic a to r ,  seems a ls o  to  have had bad e xp e rie n ce s  w ith  the  O rd e r; 
but he is  f u l l y  awake to  th e  t r i a l s  w h ich  must have d r iv e n  many women to  
throw  them selves on the  c h a r i t y  o f the  Church, women whom Jerome 
c a s tig a te s  as 'w idows from  com puls ion , no t c h o ic e '.  Chrysostom is  
p a r t i c u la r ly  in t e r e s t in g  in  h is  a d v ice  to  p r ie s ts  on the care necessary 
in  th e  v e t t in g  o f  the  w idow s ' r o l l ;  sane may t r y  to  g e t on i t  who 'have 
des tro ye d  houses, s p o ile d  m a rr ia g e s , and o fte n  been caught in  t h e f t s  and 
f ra u d s ' and ' t h a t  such shou ld  be supported  by th e  funds o f  th e  church , 
b r in g s  vengeance fro m  God and u t t e r  condem nation from  m en'. For th e  
s i tu a t io n s  o f  those o f  hum bler o r ig in s  who jo in e d  th e  o rd e r , he is  an 
i l lu m in a t in g  w itn e s s ; though ta k in g  t h e i r  woes in to  accoun t h is  
c r i t ic is m s  a re  s t r in g e n t .  'Widows as a c la s s , ow ing p a r t ly  to  p o v e rty , 
p a r t ly  to  age and sex, use an u n b r id le d  freedom  o f s p e e c h ...a n d  c ry  o u t 
unseasonably and f in d  unnecessary f a u l t ,  and murmur over what they ought 
to  be th a n k fu l f o r  and com p la in  abou t what ought to  be approved o f  such 
th a t  g re a t fo rb e a ra n ce  i s  necessary not to  be 'p rovoked  by t h e i r  
unseasonable annoyances, nor by t h e i r  unreasonab le  r e p in in g s ' s in c e
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’ they  a re  fo rc e d  to  beg th rou g h  fe a r  o f  w ant, and become in s o le n t  
th rough  begg ing, and th ro u g h  in s o le n c e  a re  a ga in  d e s p is e d ’ , [393
I t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to  compare two examples o f some o f ou r more 
in f lu e n t ia l  w r i te r s  a d v is in g  s p e c i f ic  women in  t h is  p o s i t io n .  Jerome in  
h is  l e t t e r  to  F u r ia  on the  d u ty  o f  re m a in in g  a widow a d ju re s  her to  
th in k  o f  her h ig h  fo re b e a rs , th e  F u r i i  C a m il l i  whom he re p re s e n ts  as, 
a lm ost to  a woman, re m a in in g  f a i t h f u l  to  one husband i f  w idowed. I f  
pagan women can a ch ieve  t h is ,  how much more ought n o t C h r is t ia n  women to  
be e q u a lly  ca p a b le ; and, t ru e  to  fo rm , he re p re s e n ts  m a rriag e  as a g re a t 
e v i l  from  w hich F u r ia  has f o r t u i t o u s ly  escaped, f u l l  o f  such mundane 
cares as p ro p e r ty , th e  househo ld  and s e rv a n ts : ’ you have lo s t  yo u r
v i r g i n i t y  to  no p r o f i t  : now s ta y  c h a s te '.  C h rysostom 's  a d v ice  is  more
s e n s i t iv e  to  th e  s i t u a t io n ;  i n  h is  L e t te r  to  a Young Widow he shows f a r  
more awareness o f  the  r e c ip ie n t 's  g r ie f  and bew ilderm ent a t  her 
s i t u a t io n ;  h is  l e t t e r  i s  f u l l  o f  words o f  c o m fo r t;  ra th e r  than  
s u g g e s tin g  w ith  Jerome th a t  she must be r e l ie v e d ,  i f  no t happy, to  have 
done w ith  the  tu r m o ils  o f  th e  m a rr ie d  s ta te ,  he f u l l y  a p p re c ia te s  and 
condones he r fe e l in g s  o f g r ie f ,  a d ju r in g  her no t to  f r e t  'because h is  
g re a tn e ss  was cu t s h o r t '  and re m in d in g  her th a t  a t  le a s t  she was th e re  
when he d ie d , u n l ik e  th e  w ive s  o f s o ld ie r s ;  and o f fe r s  her the  co m fo rt 
th a t  her m uch-loved husband i s  in  heaven and she can s t i l l  lo v e  him -  
and show i t  best by keep ing  he r bed sacred to  h is  memory. T h is , he 
says, i s  th e  w o rs t blow she can endure but th e  Lo rd  w i l l  c o m fo rt h e r, 
and 'you  w i l l  d is p la y  among us a heaven ly  manner o f  l i f e ' .  D e sp ite  h is  
seeming poor o p in io n  o f  th e  breed in  g e n e ra l, t h i s  i s  a s e n s i t iv e  
tre a tm e n t o f h is  c o rre sp o n d e n t, and h is  a d v ice  f a r  more p a la ta b le  
th e re b y . [4 0 ]
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C e r ta in ly ,  w ha teve r th e  p e rson a l g r ie f s  and h a rd s h ip s , from  the  
p o in t  o f  v iew  o f  the  Church, th e  l o t  o f  th e  6 0 - fo ld  seems to  have been 
e a s ie r .  D e s p ite  o p in io n s  th a t  ’ v i r g i n i t y  is  th e  e a s ie r  because v i r g in s  
know n o th in g  o f the  p rom p tings  o f  the  f le s h ,  and widowhood i s  h a rde r 
because widows cannot h e lp  th in k in g  o f  the  l ic e n c e  they have en joyed  in  
the  p a s t ’ and d e s p ite  t ro u b le s  o f  th e  househo ld , e s ta te ,  c h i ld r e n  -  o r ,  
indeed , because o f them, th e  l i f e  o f  the  widow, f u l l e r  and more occup ied  
than  th a t  o f  the  v i r g in ,  seems to  have been le s s  prone to  d ra m a tic  upse t 
o f  th e  scanda lous v a r ie t y  we have seen a f f l i c t i n g  m is le d  v i r g in s .  [4 1 ]
Widowhood and p ra c t ic e
In  some com m unities th e  widows had d u t ie s  w hich equate them w ith  
the  church h ie ra rc h y ,  p o s s ib ly  those  la t e r  subsumed by the  deaconesses, 
f o r  Clement o f  A le x a n d r ia  s e ts  them a f te r  the  th re e  male o rd e rs  as
’ persons o f  d i s t in c t i o n '  ( e k le k ta  prosopa ) and O rig e n  speaks o f  them as
ra n k in g  w ith  those  e n jo y in g  d e f in i t e  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  s ta tu s  
(ekk le sia s t ik e  t im e ) b u t says th a t  th e re  i s  no reason f o r  them to  be 
accorded t h is  i f  th e ir ,  o n ly  fu n c t io n  i s  fo o t-w a s h in g , w hich can be done 
by s e rv a n ts  and d om es tics . The A p o s to lic  Church Order re q u ire s  the  
appo in tm ent o f  th re e  w idows, 'tw o  to  devote them selves to  p ra ye r on
b e h a lf o f  a l l  those  who a re  tem pted and to  re v e la t io n s ,  to  w ha teve r
e x te n t is  necessary , one to  succour women who a re  s i c k ' ;  'They must be 
ready to  h e lp , the y  must be tem pera te  and make the necessary re p o r ts  to  
p r i e s t s . ' However, th e  E g y p tia n  Church Order s ta te s  u n e q u iv o c a lly  th a t  
'th e  widow is  in s t i t u t e d  f o r  p ra ye r w hich i s  the  fu n c t io n  o f  a l l  
C h r is t ia n s ' and the  D id a s c a l ia A posto lo rum  th a t  t h e i r  m is s io n  is  
'n o th in g  e lse  than  to  pray f o r  b en e fa c to rs  and f o r  the  whole c h u rc h ';  
f u r th e r  th a t  ' i f  q u e s tio n e d , she w i l l  no t r e p ly . . . s h e  w i l l  r e fe r  the
q u e s tio n e r to  those  in  the  C h u rc h '. 'Now what makes t h is  w ork
e s p e c ia lly  s u ita b le  to  widows but t h e i r  bereavement and d e s o la te
c o n d it io n ? ' A ugus tine  w ro te  to  Proba. He somewhat confuses the  is s u e  by
— 86 —
im p u tin g  ty  a k in d  o f p o e t ic  l ic e n c e  th a t  everyone ' i s  in  t h is  w o rld  
bereaved and d e s o la te  as lo n g  as he is  a p i lg r im  absent from  h is  L o rd ' 
and th a t  th e re fo re  everyone shou ld  be 'c a re fu l to  commit h is  widowhood, 
so to  speak, to  h is  God as h is  s h ie ld  in  co n tin u o u s  and most fe r v e n t  
p la y e r ' -  bu t thus  c le a r ly  p re se rves  the  a s s o c ia t io n  between widowhood 
and p ra y e r , [4 2 ]
T h is  co m b in a tio n  o f  th e  p ra y e r fu l w ith  the  Church fu n c t io n a ry  is  
r e f le c te d  in  some o f  th e  re s p e c ts  in  w hich they  were regarded  as s e rv in g  
t h e i r  com m unities. We can see evidence  o f th e  re s p e c t accorded them as 
com m unicators o f  th e  'r e v e la t io n s '  in d ic a te d  above in  the  v is io n  re la te d  I
w ith  e v id e n t s a t is fa c t io n  by Evod ius to  A ugus tine  e xpe rienced  by 'a
re s p e c ta b le  widow fro m  F ig e n te s , a handmaid o f  G o d .. . tw e lv e  y e a rs  i n  |
I
w idowhood' who saw ( re a s s u r in g ly  f o r  her c o n g re g a tio n ) heaven r e c e iv in g  j
!w ith  honour the  body o f  'th e  young man, the  son o f  the  p re s b y te r , who |iwas cu t o f f  y e s te rd a y '.  A ugus tine  h im s e lf  m igh t use a widow o f the  j
i
Order as a messenger, as when he e n tru s te d  to  the  agency o f  the  widow |
G a lla  h is  g i f t  to  b ish o p  Q u in t i l ia n u s  o f  r e l i c s  o f  the  p ro to m a rty r  
Stephen. But u l t im a te ly ,  t h is  tendency to  the  c o n te m p la tiv e  b r in g s  them 
in to  th e  o r b i t  o f th e  v i r g in s ,  w ith  whose id e a l they cannot ade q ua te ly  
compete; u l t im a te ly ,  as D a n ie lo u  has s a id , as a sepa ra te  tendency and 
p r a c t ic a l  fo rc e  th e  O rder went in to  d e c l in e ,  a prey to  i t s  own 
a m b ig u it ie s , i t s  c o n te m p la tiv e  aspect g ive n  g re a te s t e x p re s s io n  by the  
v i r g in s  and i t s  q u a l i t y  o f  s e rv ic e  h e ld  in  dubious re g a rd  as to  i t s  
p ro p r ie ty  and u l t im a te ly  subsumed in  the  f lo u r is h in g  o f f ic e  o f the  
Deaconess. Indeed D a n ie lo u  co n s id e rs  th e  o n ly  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  the  
widows re ta in e d  r ig h t  up u n t i l  th e  e f fe c t iv e  d isappearance  o f th e  O rder 
around th e  end o f  the  4 th  C entu ry  were th a t  o f  a gene ra l body o f aged 
women whom the  community su ccou rs , to  whom t h e i r  t i t l e  g ive s  c h a r ita b le  
r ig h t s  w h ich  they scanetimes abuse. T h is  be ing  so i t  i s  und e rs tan d ab le  
th a t  w r i te r s  such as Jerome were c a u tio u s  in  reccmmending younger,
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w e a lth ie r  women to  th e  l i f e ;  t h i s  s e ts  in  c o n te x t the  r is e  o f  the  o f f i c e  
o f  Deaconess. [433 .
As w ith  the  v i r g in s ,  the n , a t  t h is  tim e th e  most n o ta b le  &xempla o f  
t h i s  ca te g o ry  ca rved  o u t t h e i r  cwn ru le s  and s t r u c tu r e  a c c o rd in g  to  
t h e i r  own c ircu m sta n ces  and in c l in a t io n s .  And to  s e t a g a in s t n e g a tiv e  
evidence from  the  fa th e rs  about r e c a lc i t r a n t  and u n w i l l in g  w idows, we 
a ls o  have a c o n s id e ra b le  show ing o f  v ir tu o u s ,  re s t ra in e d  and e m in e n tly  
p io u s  widows, and n o t le a s t  from  those who com p la in  most about t h e i r  
tru c u le n c e  as a breed. Jerome a d ju re s  F u r ia  i f  she is  c o n s id e r in g  a 
l i f e  o f avowed widowhood to  s e t her s tanda rds  by th e  p in n a c le  ach ieved  
by M a rc e lla  who 'w h ile  she m a in ta in s  the  g lo ry  o f he r fa m ily  has g iv e n  
an example o f the  gospe l l i f e '  when widowed a f t e r  7 months. M a rc e lla  
does indeed seem to  have been som eth ing o u t o f the  o rd in a ry ,  not o n ly  in  
her l i f e s t y l e ,  though i t  shou ld  be remembered th a t  she was amongst th e  
f i r s t  o f  her k in d  and th a t  those p ra c t is in g  s im i la r  d is c ip l in e s  were 
f re q u e n t ly  her im i ta to r s ;  b u t a ls o , g iv e n  her la c k  o f  p receden ts , in  her 
c e r ta in ty  and d e c is io n  in  i t s  a p p l ic a t io n .  She worked o u t i t s  d e t a i ls
in  la rg e  p a r t  f o r  h e r s e lf ,  from  what she had read  o f  the  D e se rt
com m un ities ; o f  'th e  b lessed  A nthony, then  s t i l l  a l iv e ,  and o f the  
m o n as te rie s  in  th e  T heba id , founded by Pachomius, and o f  th e  d is c ip l in e  
la id  down f o r  v i r g in s  and f o r  w id o w s '. W orlds away from  her cush ioned 
urban e x is te n c e  a t  th e  c e n tre  o f  known c i v i l i s a t i o n ,  i t  was an u n l ik e ly  
p a t te rn  to  come to  w ith  such eagerness; and i t  was e n t i r e ly  he r 
i n i t i a t i v e ,  o n ly  la t e r  endorsed, adv ised  on and p u b lic iz e d  by Jerome, a 
young p r ie s t  fro m  D a lm a tia  -  drawn in to  her c i r c le  a t  he r in s ta n c e  and 
in s is te n c e .  When em barking  on her l i f e s t y l e ,  she put o f f  the  c lo th in g  
a p p ro p r ia te  to  he r ra n k , s e le c t in g  in s te a d  'c lo t h in g  meant to  keep o u t 
th e  c o ld  and n o t to  show her f ig u r e '  and pu t o f f  a l l  je w e ls , 'c h o o s in g  
to  s to re  he r money in  the  stomachs o f  the poor, ra th e r  than  to  keep i t
a t  her own d is p o s a l '.  She kep t c lose  to  her m other a t a l l  t im e s .
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s e le c te d  o n ly  v i r g in s  and widows f o r  company ’ and these  women s e r io u s  
and s t a id ’ and avo ided  men; she ’w ould never see w ith o u t  w itn e sse s  such 
monks and c le rg y  as she was re q u ire d  to  in te r v ie w ’ . In  common w ith  her 
v i r g in  s is t e r  A s e l la ,  she ’ fa s te d  in  m o d e ra tio n , a b s ta in e d  from  e a t in g  
meat and knew the  a n e ll  o f  w ine more than  i t s  ta s te ,  ta k in g  i t  f o r  th e  
sake o f  her stomach and he r fre q u e n t i l ln e s s e s .  She r a r e ly  used to  go 
o u t in  p u b lic  and s c ru p u lo u s ly  shunned th e  houses o f  nob le  la d ie s  so 
th a t  she m ig h t no t be fo rc e d  to  see th a t  w h ich  she had renounced. She 
f re q u e n t ly  v is i t e d  th e  b a s i l ic a s  o f  a p o s tle s  and m a rty rs  f o r  p r iv a te  
p ra ye r, and avo ided  the  crowded th ro n g  o f p e o p le . ’ She a ls o  im plem ented 
’ lo n g  s tu d y ’ and ’ c o n s ta n t m e d ita t io n ’ , d ra g g in g  Jerome u n w i l l in g ly  in to  
expanding the  e d u c a tio n  o f h e r s e lf  and h e r la d ie s  in  her search f o r  
knowledge, and, bo th  b e fo re  and a f t e r  h is  d e p a rtu re  f o r  the  H o ly  Land, 
keep ing  him so w e ll  p l ie d  w ith  s e a rc h in g  q u e s tio n s  th a t  he was d r iv e n  to  
p ro te s t  a t  th e  demand upon h is  tim e  they re q u ire d .  Such was her
in t e l le c t u a l  c u r io s i t y  th a t  she was drawn in to  c o n tro v e rs ie s  h e r s e lf ,  to  
th e  e x te n t o f  te a c h in g  and answ ering  th e  q u e r ie s  o f  o th e rs ;  s a v in g  
always th a t  ’when she was th u s  q u e s tio n e d , she w ou ld  re p ly  as i f  he r 
answer was n o t her own bu t from  me o r some o th e r man, in  o rd e r to
con fess  th a t  what she ta u g h t she h e r s e lf  had le a rn e d  frcm  o th e rs . For 
she knew th a t  th e  a p o s t le  had s a id  " I  do not p e rm it a woman to  te a c h " 
le s t  she seem to  i n f l i c t  an in ju r y  on the  male sex and on those p r ie s ts  
who were e n q u ir in g  about obscure  and d o u b tfu l p o in ts .  ’ [4 4 ]
What we knew o f P a u la 's  a s c e t ic  l i f e  i s  in  d e ta i l  o n ly  f o r  the
p e r io d  a f t e r  she had l e f t  Rome f o r  a conven tua l l i f e  p ro p e r. T h is  be ing  
so, h e r ' r u l e '  was s im i la r  to  M a rc e l la 's :  she m a in ta in e d  the custom ary
s e g re g a tio n  and 'n e ve r s a t a t  meat w ith  a man' even i f  he were a b ishop , 
'n e ve r e n te re d  a bath e xcep t when dangerous ly  i l l '  and 'even in  the  
se ve re s t fe v e r ,  she d id  n o t r e s t  on an o rd in a ry  bed, bu t on th e  ground 
covered o n ly  w ith  a mat o f g o a t 's  h a i r '  in  th e  l i t t l e  tim e  she re s te d
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between m aking ’ day and n ig h t  a l ik e  a tim e o f a lm ost unbroken p ra y e r ’ . 
She a ttem p ted  to  e n t i r e ly  su b ju g a te  her p h y s ic a l needs. ’ Her
s e l f - r e s t r a in t  was so g re a t as to  be a lm ost im m oderate; he r f a s t s  and 
la b o u rs  were so severe  as a lm ost to  weaken her c o n s t i t u t io n ’ ; u s in g  even 
v e ry  l i t t l e  o i l  excep t on fe a s t  days, she co m p le te ly  eschewed ’w in e , 
sauce, f i s h ,  honey, m ilk ,  eggs and o th e r th in g s  ag reeab le  to  th e
p a la te * .  However, ’when she f e l l  h e r s e lf  she made no concess ions to  he r 
own weakness’ , re fu s in g  to  take  even 'a  l i t t l e  l i g h t  w in e ’ a t the
in s ta n c e  o f  he r d o c to rs  and b ishop  E p iphan ius  whom Jerome had appealed 
to  to  p re v a il  upon h e r . Her d is c ip l in e  o f  s tudy was e q u a lly  v o ra c io u s ; 
she ’ knew the  h o ly  s c r ip tu r e s  by h e a r t ’ , le a rn e d  Hebrew ’ so w e ll  th a t  
she co u ld  chan t th e  psalms in  Hebrew and co u ld  speak the  language 
w ith o u t a tra c e  o f  L a t in  p ro n u n c ia t io n ’ , and, l i k e  M a rc e lla , p l ie d
Jerome keen ly  w ith  q u e s tio n s  as to  s c r ip tu r a l  in te r p r e ta t io n s .  She
fu r th e r  burdened h e r s e l f  w ith  pe rsona l d eb t, b o rro w in g  money a t  in t e r e s t  
to  feed  th e  poor. Her daugh te r B le s i l l a ,  who s ta r te d  o u t as ra th e r  a 
"m erry w idow " a lso  succumbed e v e n tu a lly  to  Jerom e’ s o ra to ry  and to o k  to  
a s c e tic is m  w ith  such fe rv o u r  th a t  her prem ature  death was a rg u a b ly
a t t r ib u ta b le  to  i t .  [4 5 ]
M e lan ia  the  E ld e r was e q u a lly  uncom prom ising in  he r co n c e p tio n  o f  
the d u ty  o f the  widow. Widowed a t  tw e n ty -tw o , she c a r e fu l ly  s e t h e r
fa m ily  a f f a i r s  in  o rd e r and e n tru s te d  her son P u b lic o la  to  th e
g u a rd ia n s h ip  o f  the  P ra e to r ia n  P re fe c t ,  then  decamped f o r  the  H o ly  Land, 
where f o r  the  next f o r t y  ye a rs  she tra v e rs e d  th e  la n d , helped c le r ic s ,  
in t im id a te d  o f f i c i a l s ,  i n s t i t u t e d  a m onastery w ith  R u fin u s  and ’a t  h e r 
cwn expense, she a s s is te d  churches, m o n as te rie s , g u e s ts , and p r is o n s ’ . 
She m in is te re d  to  the  F a the rs  o f  the  D e se rt 'frcan he r p r iv a te  w e a lth ’ , 
te n d in g  to  t h e i r  need in  th e  d e s e rt and a s s is t in g  them in  p r is o n ;  and 
a long  w ith  t h e i r  h o s p i t a l i t y ,  she and R u fin u s  were h e ld  to  have educa ted  
r e c ip ie n ts  o f t h e i r  c h a r i t y :  ’ both  o f them re c e iv e d  those who tu rn e d  up
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in  Jerusalem for the sake of a vow, bishops, monks and virginsj at the ir  
cwn expense, they e d i f ie d  a l l  those  who passed th ro u g h . They u n ite d  th e  
fo u r  hundred monks In v o lv e d  In  th e  sch ism  over P a u lln u s , and hav ing  
conv inced  every  h e r e t ic  who fo u g h t a g a in s t th e  d iv in i t y  o f  th e  H o ly 
S p i r i t ,  th e y  le d  them back to  th e  C h u rc h .’ In  l a t e r  l i f e  she saw h e r 
m is s io n  as b e s t expressed in  an a tte m p t to  browbeat th e  rem a in in g  
w o r ld l in g s  o f h e r fa m ily  in t o  a l i f e  o f  re n u n c ia t io n ,  a b ly  seconded by 
h e r g randdaughte r and namesake. Her m in is t r y  and i t s  im p lic a t io n s  w i l l  
be co ns ide re d  in  more d e t a i l  in  C hapter f i v e .  [4 6 ]
John Chrysostom a ls o  knew exem plary w idows: th e  renowned O lym pias
was a t  le a s t  te c h n ic a l ly  a w idow, h a v in g  been m a rrie d  f o r  a b r ie f  span. 
She enjoyed som ething o f  th e  ambiguous s ta tu s  a t te s te d  f o r  M acrir ia , 
though in  re v e rs e , s in c e  f o r  M acrina  the  t i t l e  o f  widow was th e  
com plim entary  one as she was m e re ly  b e tro th e d  and n o t a c tu a l ly  m a rr ie d . 
O lym pias, though she was w id e ly  a c c re d ite d  w ith  m a in ta in in g  h e r 
v i r g i n i t y  -  ’ by th e  goodness o f  God she was preserved  u n co rru p te d  in  th e  
f le s h  and in  s p i r i t ’ -  was ip a o  f a d io  a widow, and a f a i r l y  fo rm id a b le  
one. T h is  was d e s p ite  a f a r  more u n fa v o u ra b le  s e t o f  c ircum stances  tha n  
any o f th e  o th e r  axem pla fa c e d ; t o  ach ieve  h e r le g it im a c y  as a widow 
p ro p e r in  th e  eyes o f  th e  Church she had to  r e s is t ,  in  seem ing ly  
com p le te  is o la t io n ,  a barrage  o f  c o e rc iv e  fo r c e s ,  n o t e x c lu d in g  Im p e r ia l 
d is p le a s u re . ’ L e f t  an orphan, she was jo in e d  in  m a rriag e  to  a husband’ 
N e b r id iu s , u rban  p re fe c t  o f C o n s ta n tin o p le , o f  whom ’ th e  deb t o f  n a tu re  
was s h o r t ly  demanded'; re p u te d ly  ’ she rem ained a b lam eless v i r g in  to  th e  
end ,* The nex t t im e  a round, she e xe rc ise d  h e r own c h o ic e : hav ing
co ns ide re d  and re je c te d  th e  d ic t â t  o f  Paul t o  T im othy th a t  ’ I  w is h  young 
widows to  m a rry ’ , n o t u n n a tu ra lly  in  one who had 'b i r t h ,  w e a lth ,  a ve ry  
expensive  e d u c a tio n , a n a tu r a l ly  good d is p o s it io n  and was adorned w ith  
th e  bloom o f y o u th * ,  ’ h e r u n tim e ly  widowhood became th e  s u b je c t o f  
m is c h ie f  and th e  emperor Theodosius ’ to o k  pa ins  to  u n i te  h e r in
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m a rriag e  w ith  a c e r ta in  E lp id iu s ,  a S pan ia rd , one o f  h is  own r e la t i v e s ’ . 
Upon her r e fu s a l ,  he p laced  her and her possess ions under the
g u a rd ia n s h ip  o f C lem en tinus , the  urban p re fe c t ,  u n t i l  her t h i r t i e t h  
y e a r ;  C lem entinus c o n t in u a l ly  u rged E lp id iu s ’ s u i t  and fo rba d e  her to  
v i s i t  the  church o r meet w ith  c le r ic s .  Upon h is  r e tu r n  from  su p p re ss in g  
th e  r e v o l t  o f Maximus, Theodosius d isco ve re d  her s t i l l  s te a d fa s t ly
re fu s in g  m a rr ia g e , and, a p p a re n tly  im pressed ’ s in c e  he had heard  o f the
in te n s i t y  o f her a s c e t ic  d i s c ip l i n e ’ , gave her c o n tro l over her own
fo r tu n e .  She p ro m p tly  d is t r ib u te d  la rg e  q u a n t i t ie s  o f i t  in  la rg e s s e  to  
th e  Church, e h t i r e ly  s u p p o r t in g  se v e ra l b ish op s , most n o ta b ly  Chrysostom 
h im s e lf ;  and se t up he r house as a conven t. Her m in is t r y  w i l l  a lso  be 
examined in  g re a te r  d e ta i l  in  ch a p te r f i v e ;  f o r  her pe rsona l r u le ,  she 
fo llo w e d  the  fo rm u la ic  p a t te rn  ’ so th a t  n o th in g  can be found g re a te r  
than  what she d i d . . .  For she a b s ta in e d  from  e a t in g  meat and f o r  the  
most p a r t  went w ith o u t  b a th in g , bu t i f  the  n e c e s s ity  f o r  a bath  a rose  
because o f s ic kn e ss  ( f o r  she s u ffe re d  c o n t in u a l ly  in  her s tom ach), she 
came down to  the  w a te rs  w ith  he r s h i f t  on, ou t o f  m odesty ’ . ’ There 
co u ld  be n o th in g  cheaper than  her c lo th in g ;  th e  most ragged ite m s  were 
co ve r in g s  unw orthy o f  he r manly courage. And she c u l t iv a te d  in  h e r s e lf  
a g e n tle n e ss  so th a t  she surpassed even the  s im p l ic i t y  o f the  c h i ld re n  
th e m s e lv e s .. .h e r  w hole in to le r a b le  l i f e  was spen t in  p e n ite n ce  and in  a 
g re a t f lo o d  o f  t e a r s . ’ In  a d d it io n  she had a l l  the  r e q u is i te  v i r t u e s  o f  
’ an appearance w ith o u t p re te n c e . . .a  face  w ith o u t  adornm ent; she kep t 
watch w ith o u t  s le e p in g , she had an im m a te r ia l body, a m ind w ith o u t 
v a in g lo ry ,  in t e l l ig e n c e  w ith o u t c o n c e i t . . .unbounded g e n e ro s ity ,  
c o n te m p tib le  c lo th in g ,  im m easurable s e l f - c o n t r o l ’ . She ’ c a te c h iz e d  
u n b e lie v in g  women.. . c a l le d  from  s la v e ry  to  freedom  he r m yriad  househo ld  
s e rv a n ts , the n  p ro c la im e d  them to  be o f as much honour as her cwn 
n o b i l i t y ’ . [4 7 ]
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As re g a rd s  the  s e rv ic e  o f such n o ta b le  to  t h e i r  ccm m unity,
as we have seen th e  Church canons p ro v id e d  l i t t l e  p r a c t ic a l  scope. They 
are  encouraged to  m in is te r  to  each o th e r ,  and to  those  in f e r io r  to  them 
in  th e  c o n g re g a tio n a l p eck ing  o rd e r ,  i . e .  m a rr ie d  women and p e n ite n ts ;  
f o r  p ro p e r ly -c o n d u c te d  v i r g in s  to  co n s o rt w ith  these  re p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f  
what they were fo rb id d e n  was, as we have seen, no t w e ll regarded . 
However, be the  o p in io n  o f  the  F a th e rs  what i t  m ig h t, one o f the  most 
f re q u e n t ly  a tte s te d  and im p o rta n t fu n c t io n s  o f  these more d e d ic a te d  
widows was s u p e rv is io n  o f  the  ’more p r in c e ly  o r d e r ’ o f  v i r g in s  -  
w itn e sse d  to  . 'and p ra is e d  by some o f the  same w r i t e r s  who d e p lo re  easy 
access between the  two o rd e rs . ’ I t  was in  M a rc e lla ’ s c e l l  th a t
Eustochium , th a t  paragon o f  v i r g in s  was g ra d u a lly  t r a in e d ’ in  th e  days 
in  w h ich  t h ^  were p io n e e r in g  t h e i r  p a r t ic u la r  ro u te  in  Rome.
E ustoch ium ’ s t r a in in g  was com pleted by her m other in  th e  H o ly Land; her 
p lace  in  M a rc e l la ’ s c e l l  was taken  by the  n ob le  v i r g in  P r in c ip ia ,  to  
whom Jerom e’ s eu logy  o f  M a rc e lla  was addressed. M a rc e lla  subsequen tly  
a c te d  as h e r v i r g in  com panion’ s p ro te c tre s s  in  the  sack o f  Rome,
p e rsua d ing  th e  b a rb a r ia n s  to  e s c o r t  them unharmed to  th e  b a s i l ic a  o f S t. 
P au l. F o llo w in g  M a rc e l la ’ s le a d , ’m onastic  e s ta b lis h m e n ts  f o r  v i r g in s
became num erous’ . M a rc e lla ’ s f r ie n d  in  a s c e s is . Lea, a ls o  the
m o t iv a t in g  fo rc e  in  a r e l ig io u s  s o c ie ty  a t Rome, though she ’ as a widow 
h e ld  a lo w e r p la c e ’ tha n  the  v i r g in  A s e lla ,  y e t  ’ showed h e r s e lf  a t ru e  
m other to  the  v i r g in s  in  [ th e  co n v e n t] ’ and s e t them the  example o f Î
Ir e l ig io u s  l i f e ;  she ’wore rough s a c k c lo th  in s te a d  o f s o f t  c lo th in g ,  1 
spent n ig h ts  s le e p le s s ly  in  p ra y e r . . .  n e g le c te d  her d re ss  and h a ir  and |
a te  o n ly  the  c o a rs e s t fo o d . S t i l l ,  in  a l l  th a t  she d id , she avo ided  |
■Io s te n ta t io n ’ . In  sum she 'in s t r u c te d  her companions more by example |
!
than by p re c e p t ’ . Paula to o , a p a r t  from  pe rsona l a u s te r i t y ,  d e a lt  |
s t r i c t l y  w ith  th e  ' g i r l s  who had accompanied h e r ’ . ’ Surrounded by I
-!companies o f  v i r g i n s ’ , she was a lways ’ le a s t  rem arkab le  in  d re ss , |
speech, a c t io n ,  w a lk ’ and exem plar to  those s t i l l  s teeped in  th e  v a lu e s
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o f  t h e i r  p re v io u s  l i f e :  she imposed d ir e  reg im ens, and i f  they were
't ro u b le d  by f le s h ly  d e s ir e s ' he r remedy was to  re d ou b le  t h e i r  f a s t in g ,  
' f o r  she w ished her v i r g in s  to  be i l l  in  body ra th e r  than  s u f fe r  in  
s o u l ' .  She kep t a h a w k - lik e  eye on t h e ir  p u r i t y :  'So s t r i c t l y  d id
Paula keep them se pa ra te  from  men th a t  she w ou ld  n o t a llo w  even eunuchs 
to  approach them, in  case o f g iv in g  cause f o r  s lande rous  peop le  to  
g o s s ip '.  She e n fo rce d  s t r i c t  e q u a li ty  o f  c lo th in g  and appearance, 
a llow ed  none o f  the  h ig h -b o rn  g i r l s  to  be served by maids o f  t h e i r  own 
househo ld , ke p t them busy w ith  chores, p o r t io n s  o f  s c r ip tu r e  to  le a rn  
every day, and garm ent-m aking, and oversaw p e rs o n a lly  a l l  they  d id ,  
coax ing  o r s c o ld in g  o r m o ra lly  u p l i f t i n g  them ; and, as w ith  E lia s  and 
A ug u s tine , one o f h e r most c r u c ia l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  was th a t  'when the  
s is te r s  q u a r r e l le d  amongst them se lves, she re c o n c ile d  them w ith  s o o th in g  
w o rd s . ’ M e lan ia  had round he r in  Je rusa lem  'a  group o f f i f t y  v i r g in s '  
bes ides m in is te r in g  to  v i r g in s  who 'passed th ro u g h ' -  presum ably on 
p ilg r im a g e . In  a d d it io n ,  she was accorded some o f  the  c r e d i t  f o r  the  
d e d ic a t io n  o f  Eunomia, v i r g in  daughte r o f  A v ita  (who adopted a c o n t in e n t 
m a rriag e  w ith  A p ro n ia n u s ); a c c o rd in g  to  P a u lin u s , r e la te d  to  both
c o u s in s , 'Eunomia i s  th e  " s i s t e r "  o f  M e la n ia , and in  a sense her
daugh te r, f o r  she take s  p le asu re  in  s t ic k in g  c lo s e  to  h e r, a d o p tin g  he r 
s is t e r  as her te a c h e r , . . [ C h r is t ] hears Eunomia, schoo led  by the  g u id in g  
v o ic e  o f  M e la n ia ' and Eunomia in  he r tu r n  'g u id e s  w ith  her pure  v o ic e  
th e  b lessed  fem a le  c h o ru s ';  f o r  in  M e la n ia 's  tr iu m p h a l r e tu rn  to  fa m ily  
haun ts  ' fo l lo w s  a la rg e  t r a in  o f n ob le  la d ie s ,  a d e d ica te d  crowd o f  
v i r g in s  s h a r in g  th e  same c o lo u r o f  the  one f le e c e  [ o f  v i r t u e ] ' ,  
O lym pias had in  he r m onaste ry  'h e r chambermaids, num bering f i f t y ,  a l l  o f  
whom l iv e d  in  p u r i t y  and v i r g i n i t y '  in  a d d it io n  to  'E l is a n th ia ,  her 
r e l a t i v e , . . a ls o  h e r s e lf  a v i r g i n . . .w ith  he r s is te r s  M a r ty r ia  and
P a lla d ia ,  a ls o  v i r g i n s ' .  They a t t r a c te d  'many o th e r women o f  s e n a to r ia l 
f a m i l ie s . , . so th a t  a l l  those  who w ith e re d  to g e th e r  a c c o rd in g  to  the
grace o f  God in  th a t  h o ly  f o ld  o f  C h r is t  numbered two hundred and f i f t y ,
-  94 -
a l l  adorned w ith  the  crown o f  v i r g i n i t y  and p r a c t is in g  th e  most e x a lte d  
l i f e ' .  [4 8 ]
Widowed m others o f  p ro m is in g  v i r g in s  were p a r t i c u la r ly  a p p lie d  to  
in  the  a l l - im p o r ta n t  m a tte r  o f  g u a rd in g  the  v o c a t io n  o f  t h e i r  dau g h te rs , 
w hether o r no t the y  p e rs o n a lly  were under such s trenuous  vows: f o r  »a
daughte r m^y be as r e l ig io u s  as she p le a se s ; s t i l l ,  a m other who i s  a 
widow is  a guaran tee  f o r  her c h a s t i t y ' .  So J u lia n a  i s  addressed as a 
m a tte r o f  course  as 'you  who approve o f i t  and r e jo ic e  in  i t ' ,  in  the  
d is c u s s io n s  about D e m e tr ia s ' v o c a t io n . A u g u s tin e 's  c o n g ra tu la t io n s  on 
h e r d e c is io n  to  ta k e  vows and h is  anx ious counsel th a t  she shou ld  
d is re g a rd  P e la g ia n  te a c h in g s  a re  addressed to  J u l ia n a ;  A ug u s tine  is  
perhaps more c a u tio u s  th a n  Jerome in  the  p r o p r ie t ie s  o f a d d re s s in g  
v i r g in s  d i r e c t l y .  C e r ta in ly  he e n tru s ts  J u lia n a  w ith  the  in t e r p r e ta t io n  
and tra n s m is s io n  o f  h is  te a c h in g  to  D em e trias . A u g u s tin e 's  w idow-envoy 
to  Q u in t i l ia n u s ,  G a lla ,  has w ith  her 'h e r  daughte r S im p lic ia ,  a 
consecra ted  v i r g in ,  who is  s u b je c t to  h e r m other by reason  o f  age, 
though above her by reason o f  h o l in e s s ' in  th e  usua l fo rm u la . P au la , as 
we have seen, kep t Eustochium  under he r v ig i l a n t  eye ; Emmelia, though 
c a s t in  th e  r o le  by her daughte r M aorina, perfo rm ed th e  same fu n c t io n :  
'h e r fa th e r  had by t h i s  tim e departed  t h is  l i f e . . . s h e  shared her 
m o th e r 's  t o i l s ,  d iv id in g  her cares w ith  h e r, and l ig h te n in g  her heavy 
loa d  o f so rrow s. A t one and the  same tim e , thanks to  he r m o th e r 's  
g u a rd ia n s h ip , she was ke ep ing  her own l i f e  b lam e less, so th a t  her 
m o th e r 's  eye both d ire c te d  and w itn e ssed  a l l  she d id ' .  [4 9 ]
M a rc e lla , M e lan ia  and O lym pias re p re s e n t th e  breed o f  those f o r  
whom the  d e c is io n  had been e a r ly  made by t h e i r ,  in  the  m ain, C h r is t ia n  
p a re n ts  f o r  m a rr ia g e , a d e c is io n  they la t e r  e le c t  to  o v e r tu rn ;  many o f  
those Jerome r e fe r s  to  d is p a ra g in g ly  as be ing  in  th e  6 0 - fo ld  and whose 
m a rriag e s  A ugus tine  r e fe r s  to  as d is q u a l i f y in g  them from  be ing  a b le  to  
take  C h r is t  as t h e i r  spouse and thus be ing  in  the  f r o n t - r a n k  o f  the
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p ious  we may take  to  have been v i r g in s  manqué. M aorina  w ou ld  have been j
amongst t h e i r  number but f o r  th e  tu rn  o f  e ve n ts . N onethe less , f o r  those
Isuch as M a rc e lla , M e la n ia , P au la , J u lia n a ,  and a rg u a b ly  O lym pias and I
■jM aorina , widowhood, i f  s t r i c t l y  regarded , i s  a n o ta b le  fo cu s  f o r  th e  j
e thos  o f h o ly  re n u n c ia t io n  and they  augment i t  by t h e i r  exam ple. jI
U lt im a te ly ,  however, d e s p ite  the  a la c r i t y  w ith  w hich M a rc e lla , M e la n ia  3
and O lym pias to o k  to  i t ,  the  s ta te  o f  widowhood re ta in e d  i t s  aura  o f  i jibe ing  a le s s  th a n  e n v ia b le  c o n d it io n ;  G regory o f  Nazianzus co n s id e rs  h is  *
s is t e r  fo r tu n a te  because 'why shou ld  I  say more o f  he r compassion to  !
■Iwidows th a n  th a t  th e  rew ard  w h ich  she o b ta in e d  was never to  be c a l le d  a 
widcw h e r s e l f ? ' [5 0 ]
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’The .bed undeflled’ ; marriage and sanctity
T h is  c h a p te r w i l l  d is c u s s  th e  m a rrie d  women o f  consp icuous p ie ty .  
I  s h a l l co n s id e r to  what e x te n t be ing  a C h r is t ia n  m atrona was d i f f e r e n t  
from  be ing  a pagan m atrons o f a ce n tu ry  e a r l i e r ;  w he the r her r e la t io n s  
w ith  her husband, gens and o f f s p r in g  were v i s ib l y  a lte re d ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
in  term s o f he r C h r is t ia n i t y ;  and how they a lte r e d  in  d i f f e r e n t  eche lons  
o f s o c ie ty .  I  s h a l l  a ls o  examine w hether they co u ld  change the  
l i f e - c h o ic e s  o f  t h e i r  men, and to  what e x te n t ;  and w ha t, i f  any, t h e i r  
a s p ira t io n s  w ere, i f  they  d id  seem to  change the  M a ± u ^  quo in  t h e i r  
e n v iro n s . We must a ls o  c o n s id e r how g re a t i s  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  a s c e t ic  
C h r is t ia n i t y  on m a rria g e  i t s e l f  and the  concept o f  m a rr ia g e ; w hether 
th e  C h r is t ia n  m a rr ie d  co up le  w i l l  go on be ing  P e te r B row n’ s ’ m in ia tu re  
o f c iv ic  o r d e r ’ [ 1 ]  g iv e n  th a t  t h e i r  aims a re  supposed ly be ing  
re m o d e lled  a lo n g  e s c h a to lo g ic a l l in e s  a t  odds w ith  many o f  th e  id e a ls  o f  
p u b lic  l i f e .  T h is  w i l l  le a d  us to  a c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  w hether th e re  is  
in  our p e r io d  a re a l ’ p ro b le m ’ w ith  m a rriage  th a t  equates w ith  th e  
F a th e rs ’ p e rc e p tio n  o f ,  i t  as a p o te n t ia l p rob lem ; to  what e x te n t the  
w ives absorb  th e  p a t r i s t i c  id e a ls  f o r  womanhood, and to  what e x te n t the  
F a the rs  m o d ify  these  goa ls  to  s u i t  m a rr ie d  women the y  know. We must ask 
i f  under these c ircu m sta n ces  m a rriage  can be an end in  i t s e l f  o r i f  i t  
i s  n e c e s s a r ily  a c o n s o la t io n  f o r  lo s t  c h a s t i t y ,  and what i s  the  c r e d i t  
accorded to  b r in g in g  up a s a in t  o r a fa m ily  o f  b ishops r e la t iv e  to  th a t  
o f  m a in ta in in g  a c o n t in e n t m a rria g e . C o n tin e n t m a rria g e  is  seen as one 
h a lfw ay  p o in t  f o r  the  u n c e r ta in ,  but i s  s u b je c t to  a m b ig u it ie s ;  I  s h a l l  
f u r th e r  examine w hether i t  i s  seen as a re a l ach ievem ent in  i t s  own 
r ig h t ,  o r i f  i t  i s  o n ly  f o r  those  who cannot make the  f i n a l  b re ak ; and 
w hether the  Church fo s te re d  a c o m p e tit io n  in  c h a s t i t y  between man and 
w ife .
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P re -C h r is t ia n  im p re e s le n s  jafl m arriage
Social Expectations
In  Roman s o c ie ty ,  m a rriag e  was a p r iv a te  a c t no t r e q u ir in g  th e  
s a n c tio n  o f a p u b lic  a u th o r i t y ,  h a v in g  i t s  b a s is , as so much e ls e  in  
Roman l i f e ,  in  th e  Pam i l i a  as a le g a l and s o c ia l u n i t ;  th e  law s to  do 
w ith  m a rriage  p re d c m in a n tly  express concern over the  p ro te c t io n  o f the  
p ro p e rty -b a s e  o f  the  f a m i l ia .  T h is  p r iv a te  a c t,  the n , was in d ic a te d  
p r im a r i ly  in  the  consent o f  the  two in d iv id u a ls  concerned ; hence the  
p e r p le x i t ie s  o f  th e  j u r i s t s  t r y in g  to  a s c e r ta in  w he ther two in d iv id u a ls  
were in  f a c t  m a rrie d  o r n o t. U lt im a te  p ro o f o f te n  re s te d  m e re ly  on 
in te n t io n ,  a d i f f i c u l t  th in g  to  p rove . [ 3 ] (M a c r in a ’ s s ta tem en t th a t  
she co ns ide re d  h e r s e l f  m a rr ie d  a lthough  her b e tro th e d  d ie d  be fo re  th e y  
co u ld  sea l th e  u n io n  becomes le s s  o f  a d is p la y  o f  p r in c ip le  and more o f 
an a c tu a l d i f f i c u l t y ,  when one c o n s id e rs  the  Roman le g a l d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  
a c tu a l ly  a s c e r ta in in g  th e  le g a l s ta n d in g  o f  a coup le  w ith  re g a rd  to  
w e d lo c k .)  Under the  R e p u b lic  and e a r ly  Em pire, d iv o rc e  was
c o rre s p o n d in g ly  easy w ith  th e  s im p le  u tte ra n c e  by the  husband -  and, 
o c c a s io n a lly ,  in  la t e r  tim e s , by the  w ife ,  o f the  words tu a s  re s  t i b i  
habe to : ’ take yo u r t h in g s ’ . [ 4 ]  There was a f a i r l y  w e ll- e s ta b l is h e d
tendency amongst the  a r is t o c r a t s  in  the  re p u b lic  o f  u n d e rta k in g  m a rriag e  
m ere ly  in  o rd e r to  in c re a se  p ro p e rty  or secure  p o l i t i c a l  a l l ia n c e s ,  
hence the  need f o r  a f a i r l y  f le x ib le  le g a l a t t i t u d e .  However, in  th e  
la t e r  Im p e r ia l e ra , a t t i t u d e s  changed. W ith in c re a s in g ly  p a te r n a l is t ic  
le g is la t io n  on m ora l behav iou r and l i t e r a r y  r h e to r ic  w h ich  f re q u e n t ly  
seems to  p re f ig u re  much o f  the  .a t t i tu d e s  la t e r  b ru ite d  by th e  Church on 
f a m i l ia l  r e la t io n s ,  th e re  is  much evidence th a t  ’a t  some p o in t  peop le  
began to  in te r n a l iz e ,  as a m oral code, what had been a c iv ic  and d o ta l 
i n s t i t u t i o n ;  monogamous m a rr ia g e ’ . [ 5 ] W ith  the  p rom o tion  o f th e  
id e a ls  o f  f a m i l ia l  homonoia and concorjd ia , m a rria g e  as a s e lf -c o n s c io u s  
concept had a r r iv e d .
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The change in  th e  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  m arriage  p o in ts  to  more 
e q u a li ty  o f em o tion a l s u p p o rt,  more im portance  p laced  on dom estic  
harmony and seme s h a r in g  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ;  th e  w ife  as a f r ie n d ,  
’ l i f e ' s  com panion’ , ra th e r  th a n  ’ the accessory to  the  w o rk in g  o f  the  
c i t i z e n  and p a te r fa m i l i a s ’ as p re v io u s ly .  Seneca saw the  m a rriag e  bond 
as com parable in  every  way to  the  pact o f f r ie n d s h ip ,  b r in g in g  w ith  i t  
an exchange o f o b l ig a t io n s .  P lu ta rc h  and P lin y  the  Younger lauded  th e  
n o b i l i t y  o f  h i ^ e r  f r ie n d s h ip  as a form  o f c o n ju g a l lo v e  ; P lin y  w ro te  
u n u s u a lly  fond  and fre q u e n t l e t t e r s  to  h is  w ife  when they  happened to  be 
sepa ra ted  even f o r  a s h o r t p e r io d , and P lu ta rc h  w ro te  a t r e a t is e  o f 
co n ju g a l adv ice  a d v o c a tin g  to le ra n c e  and p a tie n c e  on both s id e s , bu t 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  e n co u ra g in g  the  b r id e  in to  dependence on her spouse: ’ A
w ife  ought no t to  make f r ie n d s  o f  her own, bu t to  e n jo y  her husband’ s 
f r ie n d s  w ith  h im ' and ’ a woman ought to  do her t a lk in g  e i th e r  to  he r 
husband o r th rough  her husband’ . Marcus A u re liu s  c o n g ra tu la te d  h im s e lf  I 
on h a v in g  found  in  h is  Empress ’ so o b e d ie n t a w i f e ’ . [ 6 ]  These id e a s  o f J 
m arriage  as a m utua l s u p p o rt, however, s t i l l  go in  tandem w ith  n o tio n s  
o f the  w ife  as a ’ grown c h i l d ’ in  need o f tu te la g e  and a t  r i s k  from  the
e x ig e n c ie s  o f  the  p o l i t i c a l  and bus iness  w o r ld , the  e d u c a tio n  o f  whom i t
i s  the  husband’ s d u ty  to  com plete  -  in s o fa r  as he sees f i t .  Though she
may e x e rc is e  a g re a t degree o f  f in a n c ia l  c o n tro l i f  a u i i u r i s
( in d e p e n d e n t) , s t i l l  she must be p ro te c te d  from  m aking rash  adm iss ions 
on her ta x  r e tu r n s ;  though encouraged to  im prove he r m ind, she must be 
guarded from  im b ib in g  d an g e rou s ly  d e s ta b i l iz in g  in t e l le c t u a l  f l im - f la m .
[7 ]  I n d u s t r ie ,  however, was seen to  be h e a lth y  in  com bating  te m p ta tio n s  
to  the  v ir tu o u s  w ife :  p h y s ic ia n s  recommended th a t  women be g ive n  charge
o f the  house as ’ to  su p e rv ise  the  s la ve  baker, oversee the  s te w a rd ’ s 
purchase o f  s u p p lie s  and to u r  the  house to  make su re  e v e ry th in g  i s  in  
o r d e r ’ was more h e a lth fu l  than  s i t t i n g  about -  l e t  a lone  th a t  i t  gave 
le s s  tim e  f o r  in t r ig u e s .
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For th e  w ife  p a r t i c ip a t in g  in  th e  ’ h ig h e r f r ie n d s h ip ’ was s u b je c t 
to  some o f the  same n o t io n s  as a ffe c te d  th e  V ic to r ia n  .’ Angel i n  the  
House’ ; o n e ’ s w ife  was n o t to  be t re a te d  as a m is tre s s , th a t  is ,  
s u b je c te d  to  p ass ion  o r a f fe c t io n a te  c u d d le s ; in  an a n t ic ip a t io n  o f  the  
F a th e rs , Seneca g iv e s  th e  r a t io n a le  f o r  p h y s ic a l lo v e  as s o le ly  the  
m aking o f bab ies , th u s  i t  shou ld  be perform ed s p a r in g ly ,  on a b a s is  o f  
reason, n o t lu s t  o r fon d ne ss . Indeed la t e r  C h r is t ia n  a u th o rs  such as 
Clement o f  A le x a n d r ia  used some s to ic  bases f o r  c e r ta in  o f  t h e i r  
argum ents. C h r is t ia n  p ra c t ic e s  -  and C h r is t ia n  coup les  -  in  t h e i r  tu rn  
in f lu e n c e d  n e -d -P la to n is t a d a p ta t io n s  o f these p r in c ip le s .  As e a r ly  as 
th e  la t e  second c e n tu ry , th e  p h y s ic ia n  G alen was s t ru c k  by the  sexua l 
a u s te r i t y  o f f  the  C h r is t ia n  com m un ities. [ 8 ]  P e te r Brown has argued 
th a t ,  la c k in g  th e  c le a r  r i t u a l  boundaries p ro v id e d  in  Judaism  by 
c irc u m c is io n  and d ie ta r y  la w s , t h is  expressed t h e i r  need to  make the  
d is t in c t i o n  between t h e i r s  and a l ie n  com m unities and p re se n t a u n ite d  
face  to  o u ts id e rs ;  th a t ,  in  f a c t ,  ’ they make t h e i r  e x c e p tio n a l sexua l 
d is c ip l in e  bear the  f u l l  burden o f  e xp re ss in g  th e  d if fe re n c e  between 
them selves and the  pagan w o r ld ’ e x p e c tin g  th a t  ’a person who is  an 
e x c e p tio n  on t h is  p o in t  w i l l  be an e x c e p tio n  in  o th e r  re s p e c ts  as w e l l ’ . 
C9] I t  rem a ins to  examine how f a r  t h is  was p e rc e p t ib ly  borne o u t in  the  
e xpe rience  o f C h r is t ia n  m a rr ie d  co up le s .
Male expectations of marriage
We have a lre a d y  examined in  Chapter 2 th e  u n iv e rs a l e x p e c ta t io n  
( c e r ta in ly  f o r  g i r l s )  f o r  m a rr ia g e ; bu t d e s p ite  the  change in  r h e to r ic  
w hich we looked  a t  above re g a rd in g  , the s ta te ,  Roman e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  
m arriage  up to  th e  e ra  in  q u e s t io n  from  the  husband’ s p o in t  o f  v iew  seem 
to  have rem ained on th e  w hole low . The Romans had a v e ry  m a t te r - o f - f a c t  
a t t i t u d e  to  th e  l ik e l ih o o d  o f  m a r ita l harmony; th e re  was le s s  o p t io n  
about the  m a tte r o f  w he the r o r n o t to  m arry , and so, i t  seems, le s s  
choos iness about th e  o b je c t o f m a rriag e . E p ig ra p h ic a l ly ,  ’ she never
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gave me a r^  cause to  c o m p la in ’ i s  as fre q u e n t a comment as ’ ve ry  dear 
w i f e ’ . [1 0 ]  P re -C h r is t ia n  Roman m arriage  id e a s  had more to  say about 
n o tio n s  o f  c iv ic  d u ty  than  about th e o r ie s  th a t  w ou ld  be p o s tu la te d  by 
C h r is t ia n s  o f th e  ’ h e lp -m e e t’ ; P lin y  and Seneca’ s ’ h ig h e r f r ie n d s h ip ’ 
had u n d e rc u rre n ts  o f  th e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f p u b lic  o b s e rv a t io n  o f  t h is
la u d a b le  end. A n t ip a te r  o f  Tarsus regarded  m a rria g e  as a d u ty  in  o rd e r 
to  p ro v id e  o ne ’ s c o u n try  w ith  new c i t iz e n s ,  and because the  d iv in e  p la n  
o f the  u n iv e rs e  re q u ire s  the  p ro p a g a tio n  o f th e  human ra c e . The
fo u n d a tio n  o f  m arriage  a c c o rd in g  to  Muson ius is  p ro c re a t io n  and m utual 
s u p p o rt. I t  'h a s  been suggested , then , th a t  the  m a rr ie d  coup le  came to  
assume in  p u b lic  som eth ing  o f a m in ia tu re  o f c iv ic  o rd e r ;  ’ The eun o ia , 
th e  sum pathela, th e  p ra o te s  o f  the  r e la t io n s  o f  husband and w ife  echoed 
the e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  grave a f f a b i l i t y  and u n q u e s tio n in g  c la s s  lo y a l t y  
w ith  which th e  pow e rfu l man bo th  lo v in g ly  and f i r m ly  embraced and f i r m ly  
c o n t ro l le d  h is  c i t y . *  [1 1 ]  For besides be ing  a c iv ic  d u ty  in  i t s e l f ,  
m a rr ia g e , p a r t i c u la r ly  i f  up the  s o c ia l s c a le , as a v e n tu re  in to  
’ r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ’ and an o b v io u s  move away from  th e  i r r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  o f 
y o u th , o f te n  c a r r ie d  w ith  i t  e n ro llm e n t in to  th e  ranks  o f  w o rthy
burgherdom. For a p r o v in c ia l  i t  cou ld  e n t a i l  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f
u n d e rta k in g  th e  l i a b i l i t i e s  consonant w ith  one ’ s in c re a s e d  d ig n i t y  as a 
h ouseho lde r, o f  s e rv in g  on the  town c o u n c il,  c o l le c t in g  ta x e s , o r
u n d e rta k in g  c i v i c  im provem ents. Small wonder th a t  some -  even from  the
more s o l id ly  p ro b r io u s  ra n ks  o f p ro v in c ia l r e s p e c ta b i l i t y ,  l i k e  
A ugus tine  -  b a lked  a t th e  p ro spe c t o f be ing  p a r t  o f a s o c io - c iv ic  u n i t  
as ’Husband’ and op ted  in s te a d  f o r  a ’ se co n d -c la ss  m a rr ia g e ’ -  a
l ia is o n ,  o f te n  e x tre m e ly  la s t in g ,  w ith  a concub ine . [1 2 ]
Concubinage must be cons ide re d  in  the  c o n te x t o f n o tio n s  on
m a rr ia g e ; i t  seems to  have been a v ia b le  and w e ll- re g a rd e d  a l t e r n a t iv e  
to  a l l  the  im p lic a t io n s  o f m a rria g e , f o r  those  y e t  w ith  t h e i r  way to  
make who a re  no t in te r e s te d  in  lo c a l t ie s ,  l i k e  A u g u s tin e , o r f o r
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w idow ers, maybe w ith  a fa m ily  no t to  be su pp lan ted . Jane G ardner has 
observed a tendency f o r  th e  men in  such un ion s  to  be o f h ig h e r s ta tu s  
than  th e  women; concubinage a ls o  p ro v ide d  an o u t le t  f o r  a l l ia n c e s  w h ich , 
i f  conducted in  the  p rope r fo rm  would have been regarded  as 
m e s a llia n c e s , o r w ou ld  have been s im p ly  i l l e g a l ,  as w ith  prpJjTPsae 
(m o ra lly  re p re h e n s ib le  women) o r  women w ith  no conubium ( le g a l c a p a c ity  
f o r  m a rr ia g e ) . But th e  boot co u ld  be on th e  o th e r f o o t :  C a l l i x tu s ,  a
fo rm e r s la ve  who became pope from  214 -  218 ’ a u th o r iz e d ’ s e n a to r ia l 
women who d id  n o t w ish  to  lo s e  t h e i r  p r iv i le g e s  f o r  m a rry in g  belcw t h e i r  
c la s s  to  l i v e  in  concub inage w ith  p le b e ia n s  and freedm en -  t h is ,  
seem ing ly because o f a sho rtage  o f e l ig ib le  men, may a ls o  say som eth ing
about C a l l i x t u s ’ v iew  as a fo rm e r s la v e ; o r may in d ic a te  th a t  f o r  some,,
l i v i n g  w ith  a b e l ie v e r  w ith o u t co n u b ium was b e t te r  tha n  w ith  a more 
s o c ia l ly  equal pagan.
T h is  k in d  o f  l ia is o n  was n o t w ith o u t i t s  r is k s :  U lp ia n  warns th a t
sexua l r e la t io n s  w ith  o n e ’ s concubine m ig h t be regarded  as stuprum  
u n less  th e  woman is  p ro brosa and warns men o f f  l i v i n g  w ith  f r e e  o r
freedwomen -  both o f  whom occu r in  n o tic e a b le  numbers as concub ines.
[1 2 ] The s ta tu s  was regarded  as honourab le  to  a f a i r  degree : ’ i t
c o n fe rre d  upon the  woman a d ig n i t y  th a t  would n o t have been p o s s ib le  had 
her r e la t io n s  w ith  the  man n o t been s ta b le  and monogamous.’ In  f a c t ,
such women co u ld  a t t a in  the  s ta tu s  o f m a tronae. [1 4 ] Hence the
p o s s ib i l i t y  even o f  p ro s e c u tin g  th e  u n fa i t h fu l  concubine f o r  a d u lte ry ,  
as lo n g  as she was o f  good s ta n d in g , and o n ly  as a t h i r d  p a r ty .  [1 5 ] 
These women appear on tom bstones le g i t im a te ly  a f t e r  th e  w ife ,  o r in  
t h e i r  own r ig h t ,  L ib a n iu s ’ s f ig u r e s  in  h is  a u to b io g ra p h ic a l o ra t io n  and 
A u g u s tin e ’ s in  h is  Co n fe s s io n s . ’ Even the  C a th o lic  Church was prepared  to  
re co g n ize  i t ,  p ro v id e d  the coup le  rem ained f a i t h f u l  to  one a n o th e r . ’ 
H ip p o ly tu s , in  the  Apos t o l i c  T r a d it io n  ru le d  th a t  ’ a concubine who is  a
s la ve  and has re a re d  her c h i ld re n  and has been f a i t h f u l  to  her m aster
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a lone may become a h e a re r ’ though ’ th e  man who i s  w ith  a concubine must 
d e s is t  and m arry  l e g a l l y ’ . [1 6 ]  There is  a p r o b a b i l i t y  th a t  A u g u s tin e ’ s 
concub ine  may in  f a c t  have been a devout catechumen th ro u g h o u t th e  ye a rs  
o f he r l ia is o n  w ith  h im ; c e r ta in ly  she was a c a th o l ic  and when f i n a l l y  
p a rte d  from  him went home vow ing to  observe the  a b s tin e n ce  o f a w idow. 
Her in f lu e n c e  on h is  w ave rings  c e r ta in ly  shou ld  be co n s id e re d  in  the  
same c o n te x t as th a t  o f  a C h r is t ia n  w ife  on a p a ^ n  husband -  Monica 
w ith  P a t r ic iu s ,  f o r  example -  as we w i l l  examine la t e r  in  t h is  c h a p te r .
On more n e g a tiv e  l in e s  th e  e x p e c ta tio n s  o f  the  husband from  h is  
u n io n  were b o ls te re d  by an e x te n s iv e  corpus o f  law  on a d u lte ry .  T h is  
p re o c c u p a tio n  r e f le c t s  much more in s e c u r i ty  about p ro p e rty  ow nersh ip  
i n i t i a l l y  than  m ora l opp rob rium . E p ic te tu s  r e f le c t s  p r e v a i l in g  v iew s in  
d e s c r ib in g  a d u lte ry  as t h e f t :  to  take one ’ s n e ig h b o u r’ s w ife  i s  as
th o u g h tle s s  as to  sna tch  h is  s e rv in g  o f po rk  from  h is  p la te ,  
’ S im i la r ly ,  f o r  women, th e  p o r t io n s  have been d is t r ib u te d  among m e n .’ 
The a t t i t u d e s  husbands expected  from  th e i r  spouses in  the  o p p o s ite  case 
a re  e x e m p lif ie d  in  th e  adv ice  th a t  P lu ta rc h  addresses to  young w ives  
th a t  (p resum ably as one o f the  d u t ie s  o f the  h ig h e r f r ie n d s h ip )  they  
shou ld  be sw e e tly  in d u lg e n t and shut t h e i r  eyes to  a l i t t l e  p h ila n d e r in g  
ra th e r  th a n  w reck a m a rr ia g e ; though he does a ls o  e x h o rt the  husband no t 
to  enrage h is  w ife  undu ly  -  b o th  should c o n s id e r the  h o lin e s s  o f 
p ro c re a t io n .  [1 7 ]  In  f a c t  P lu ta rc h  is  s im p ly  g iv in g  a p h ilo s o p h ic a l 
r a t io n a l is a t io n  o f th e  w e ll-docum ented  le g a l doub le  s tandard  w ith  rega rd  
to  a d u lte r y ;  th a t  a man m ig h t p rosecu te  h is  w ife  f o r  a d u lte r y  -  but no t 
she him. [1 8 ] F u r th e r ,  i f  the  w ife  was a d u lte ro u s  and the  husband d id  
no t d iv o rc e  and p rosecu te  he r he m igh t h im s e lf  be l i a b le  to  p ro s e c u tio n  
under th e  3 ex J u l ia  de a d u l t e r i i s  co e rcen d is  f o r  l e noc i n i um (p im p in g ), 
rn t h i s  r e s p e c t  C h r i s t i a n  w r i t e r s  f rom Herraas onwards were ta k in g  a new 
l i n e  t o  ac'f" be h av io u r  c o u n t e r  to  the  la w : canvass ing  the
unp re ced e n te d  v iew  t h a t  an a d u lte ro u s  w i f e  co u ld  r e p e n t ,  i n  wh ich  case
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her husband shou ld  fo r g iv e  her and take  her back. In  m arriage  o r 
a tte m p tin g  to  escape i t ,  the  odds were stacked a g a in s t Roman women; i t  
i s  sm all wonder th a t  so many in  our e ra , hav ing  been m a rrie d  when b a re ly  
a t  p u b e rty  the  f i r s t  t im e , e xe rc ise d  a cho ice  the  second tim e  around 
a g a in s t th e  s o c ia l ’ norm’ .
D e sp ite  th e  law s a g a in s t the  a d u lte ro u s  w ife  becoming even more
o pp re ss ive  in  the  C h r is t ia n  e ra  [1 9 ] ,  the p o s i t io n  o f the  p a t r i s t i c
w r i te r s  p e rc e p t ib ly  moves on from  t h is  (as i t  does no t in v a r ia b ly
improve on e n lig h te n e d  paganism in  a l o t  o f a t t i t u d e s  to  m a rrie d  l i f e ) .
Though in  Roman b e l ie f  i t  m igh t be b e tte r  not to  in d u lg e  in  e x tra m a r ita l
sex, as a co u rte sy  more than  a due to  o ne ’ s p a r tn e r , o r because
c h a ra c te r was he ld  to  d e r iv e  from  hav ing  the  s tre n g th  to  r e s is t  v ic e
[2 0 ] ,  male c h a s t i ty  d id  no t m a tte r as such. Female in c h a s t i t y  co u ld
th re a te n  b lo o d lin e s  and p ro p e rty  t r a n s fe r ,  and so frcan the  e a r l ie s t
tim e s  ve ry  much d id  m a tte r :  th e  moral opprobrium  coming s e c o n d a r ily  and
as a back up to  th e  ’ p o r t io n  o f p o rk ’ s tance . C h r is t ia n  w r i te r s  in  our
p e r io d  to o k  th e  unusual a t t i t u d e  th a t  fa i th fu ln e s s  i s  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y
o f both p a r tn e rs . ’Yes, I  say, I  command y o u ’ thunde rs  A ug u s tine ,
’ . . .F o r  so many yea rs  now, we have b ap tize d  so many men to  no e f f e c t ,  i f
th e re  a re  none here who preserve  the  vows o f  c h a s t i ty  they to o k ’ ; and
f a r  from  be ing  acqu iescen t to  p reserve  the  m a rriag e , ’ I  do not want
C h r is t ia n  m a rrie d  women to  l i e  down under t h i s . ' Chrysostom, to o ,
p resses f o r  a s in g le  sexual s ta n d a rd :
. . j u s t  as we punish women when, a lthough  they a re  m a rried  to  
us, they g ive  them selves to  o th e rs , so to o  a re  we pun ished, i f  
no t by Roman law s, then  by G o d ... The sexual ac t i s  a d u lte ro u s  
no t o n ly  when the  woman is  bound to  ano the r man; i t  i s  a lso  
a d u lte ry  fo r  the  man who is  h im s e lf  bound to  a w ife .  [2 1 ]
He s tre s s e s  th a t  t h is  is  so even when the o th e r woman is  f re e  and
unm arried ; in  f a c t ,  Chrysostom re fu te s  in  d e ta i l  the  l e j ^ l  p o s i t io n  th a t
o n ly  women’ s u n c h a s tity  s ig n i f ie d  in  m arriage  in  a passage so f u l l  o f
reproach  and r e p e t i t io n  th a t  we may in fe r  th a t  he too  i s  m eeting  a dead
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w e ig h t o f  i n e r t ia ,  i f  n o t o p p o s it io n ,  from  h is  h e a re rs .
T h is  b r in g s  us to  th e  f i r s t  m a jo r d is t in c t io n  in  th e  s tu c ^  o f  
C h r is t ia n  e ra  w ifedom : thu s  f a r  we have d e a lt  w ith  the  e x p e c ta t io n s
encounte red  in  th e  husbands, as does most o f  Roman t r a d i t i o n .  What 
beg ins  to  d is t in g u is h  ou r p e r io d  i s  w r i te r s  a d d re ss in g  them se lves to  and 
about w iv e s , in  more and g re a te r  d e t a i l ,  w ith  adv ice  to  them and about 
them, adm on ish ing , t r y in g  to  t a i l o r  t h e i r  behav iou r and e x p e c ta t io n s , 
and g iv in g  evidence  o f  c o n fu s io n  and crossed  n o t io n s ;  T e r t u l l i a n ’ s 
E x h o r ta t io n  M  h is  W ife  and On th e  Dress o f  Women. A u g u s tin e ’ s On the  
Good s L  M a rr ia g e . Qn Marriage, and C oncupiscence. John C hrysostom ’ s The 
K ind p f. Women Mho o u g h t i o  Jae. Taken a& Wlvo_s« b es ides  a l l  the  h o m ilie s , 
l e t t e r s  and t r e a t is e s  d e a lin g  w ith  them in c id e n ta l ly .  Nor i s  t h is  body 
o f  adv ice  w h o lly  p r e fe r e n t ia l  to  th e  male s id e ;  th e  a t t i t u d e  i s  no 
lo n g e r th a t  i t  behoved the  husband to  behave w e ll as the  r a t io n a l  h a l f  
o f  th e  p a r tn e rs h ip ,  bu t th a t  even i f  he d id  n o t, th e  w ife  must observe 
her p rope r s ta t io n .  W ives a re  to  be seen adm onish ing  t h e i r  husbands, 
in s t r u c t in g  them, and even d raw ing  p ra is e  f o r  so d o in g . The w ife ,  in  
the new C h r is t ia n  r h e to r ic  has a f a r  more im p o rta n t p lace  tha n  fo rm e r ly ,  
ju s t  as th e  coup le  has a more s ig n i f ic a n t  p lace  in  th e  community as a 
re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  ’ p rope r r e la t io n s ’ , o f  C h r is t ia n  to  C h r is t ia n  and Man 
to  God: in  P e te r B row n ’ s re so na n t p rose, ’ m a rr ie d  co up le s  were expected
to  bear in  t h e i r  own persons n o th in g  le s s  than  an ana logue in  m icrocosm  
o f  th e  g ro u p ’ s s in g le -h e a r te d  s o l i d a r i t y ’ . [2 2 ]  In  t h i s  ana logue, th e  
w i f e ’ s p o s i t io n  was a l t e r in g :  we must examine what was to  a l t e r
d i r e c t l y  in  a w i f e ’ s e x p e r ie n c e .
E a m ilx  in te r a c t io n s  and -the e f fe o t  o f  Q h r X s t ia n i iz
The Christian Matrons in relation to her gens
-  107 -
A w ife ,  u n le s s  m a rr ie d  w ith  manus (so ra re  as to  be n e g l ig ib le  in  
ou r p e r io d )  d e r iv e d  a l l  her own s ta n d in g , as h e r p ro p e r ty  from  he r gens, 
he r fa m ily  by b i r t h ,  regarded  th ro u g h o u t m a rria g e  as re m a in in g  h e r 
fa m ily .  Though she m ig h t m arry up the  s o c ia l s c a le  and a c q u ire  g lo ry  
from  her husband’ s s ta tu s ,  t h i s  was as much a lo a n  as any p ro p e rty  he 
m igh t fa v o u r her w i t h ;  g i f t s  between husband and w ife  were no t v a l id  in  
la w , s in ce  each d e r iv e d  t h e i r  p ro p e r ty  from  th e  f a m i l la . w h ich  must n o t 
be d im in is h e d . Her husband’ s fa m ily  would re g a rd  her to  a c e r ta in  
e x te n t as an o u ts id e r ,  and even i f  she d ie d  s t i l l  m a rr ie d  to  the  same 
man, to  th e  day she d ie d , she and they would c o n s id e r her re a l fa m ily  to  
be her gens; and her fa th e r ,  f o r  as lo n g  as he l iv e d  a f t e r  her m arriage  
(u n le s s , a g a in , she m a rr ie d  i n  manu) re ta in e d  h is  pat r i a  p o te s ta s  over 
h e r -  to  the  e x te n t o f  d is s o lv in g  he r m a rriage  i f  he saw f i t ,  as one o f 
th e  ’ c o n se n tin g  p a r t ie s ’ . Her p o s i t io n  w ith  re g a rd  to  her s ta n d in g  in  
the  fa m ily  she m a rr ie d  in to  was thus p re c a r io u s  on a l l  s id e s ; and she 
need no t expect th a t  t h i s  p o s i t io n  would be made any e a s ie r by the  
sympathy o f  those  who m ig h t seem to  be he r n a tu ra l a l l i e s ,  the  women o f  
he r new fa m ily .  S ince her m o th e r- in - la w  would have e s ta b lis h e d  her own 
s ta n d in g  in  the  fa m ily  from  a s im i la r  i n i t i a l  p re ca rio u sn e ss  and w ith  a 
g re a t dea l o f  her in f lu e n c e  stemming from  her r e la t io n s  w ith  her male 
c h ild re n ,  o n ly  to  see i t  become v u ln e ra b le  a g a in  th rough  the  in je c t io n  
o f  an o u ts id e r  w ith  g re a te r  c la im s  on her son, sm a ll wonder i f  the  b r id e  
e xpe rienced  fu r th e r  a l ie n a t io n  from  the  one person  who m igh t be expected  
to  have th e  deepest u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  her p l i g h t ;  hence T e re n ce 's  ’ a l l  
m o th e rs - in -1  aw ha te  t h e i r  d a u g h te rs - in - la w ’ . P lu ta rc h  t e l l s  th a t  in  
L e p c is , in  A f r ic a ,  th e  s i t u a t io n  was fo rm a lis e d  in to  a r i t u a l  whereby on 
be ing  asked f o r  a po t by the  new b r id e  on the  day a f t e r  he r m a rria g e , 
her m o th e r- in - la w  w ould  re fu s e  i t  and, f u r t h e r ,  d e c la re  th a t  she had 
none; the  po t in  t h is  case be ing  sym bo lic  o f  a s s is ta n c e  and s u p p o rt, 
f o r ,  says P lu ta rc h  ’ her purpose be ing  th a t  th e  b r id e  may from  the  o u ts e t 
r e a l iz e  the  s te p m o th e r’ s a t t i t u d e  in  her m o th e r - in - la w , and in  the  event
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o f some h a rsh e r in c id e n t  la t e r  on* may n o t fe e l  in d ig n a n t o r 
r e s e n t f u l . . .  The one way to  cu re  t h is  t ro u b le  i s  to  c re a te  an a f f e c t io n  
f o r  h e r s e lf  p e rs o n a lly  on  the  p a r t  o f  he r husband, and a t  the  same tim e  
n o t to  d iv e r t  o r le s s e n  h is  a t t e n t io n  f o r  h is  m o th e r ’ . T h is  was e x a c t ly  
M on ica ’ s e xpe rie n ce  on m a rry in g  P a t r ic iu s :  n o t o n ly  d id  she have to  w in
over her ’ h o t- te m p e re d ’ husband bu t a ls o  a je a lo u s  m o th e r- in - la w  egged 
on by ’ ta le - b e a r in g  s e rv a n ts ’ . As i f  h a v in g  read  P lu ta rc h , she d id  
e x a c t ly  as he p re s c r ib e d , and ’won ove r th e  o ld e r  woman by d u t i f u l  
a t te n t io n s  and p a tie n c e  and g e n tle n e s s ’ u n t i l  h e r w on-over m o th e r - in - la w  
com pla ined to  P a t r ic iu s  in s te a d  about th e  s e rv a n ts  and had him pun ish  
them, a f t e r  w h ich  the  two women ’ l iv e d  in  w o n d e rfu l harm ony '. The 
s i t u a t io n  was n o t ir re m e d ia b le ,  th e re fo re :  b u t i t  must have been tense
f o r  many new b r id e s , and c o n t r ib u to r y  in  i t s  tu r n  in  r e in fo r c in g  t h e i r  
dependence on t h e i r  own gens a f t e r  t h e i r  m a rria g e . [2 3 ]
T h is  h is to r y  o f  th e  im portance  o f b i r t h  and fa m ily  o f o r ig in  is  
ta ke n  ove r by th e  C h r is t ia n  w r i t e r s ;  i t  i s  a r e c u r r in g  theme in  th e  
sources. T h is  is  p a r t i c u la r l y  tru e  in  the  cases o f  the  women from  the  
to p  drawer o f s o c ie ty  ; i t  i s  a m ino r obsess ion  w ith  the  F a the rs  ju s t  how 
w e ll-b o rn  some o f  t h e i r  fem a le  adhe ren ts  a re . They trum pet t h e i r  
lin e a g e s  w ith  a l l  the  s a t is fa c t io n  o f  those who have th re e  c e n tu r ie s  o f  
ta u n ts  o f  "s la v e s , c r im in a ls  and g re e k lin g s "  to  avenge. Thus Jerome on 
P a u la ’ s in h e r ita n c e  o f d is t in c t io n :  ’ Of th e  s tock , o f  the  G racch i and
descended from  th e  S c ip io s ,  the  h e ir  and re p re s e n ta t iv e  o f th a t  Paulus 
whose name she bore , th e  tru e  and le g i t im a te  daugh te r o f th a t  M a r t ia  
P ap yria  who was m other to  A f r ic a n u s ’ and o f  M a rc e lla , o f  whan he says ’ I  
w i l l  no t s e t f o r t h ’ in  t ru e  C ic e ro n ia n  s ty le  ’ her i l l u s t r i o u s  fa m ily  and 
l o f t y  lin e a g e  . . .  he r p e d ig re e  th rough  a l in e  o f  co n su ls  and p ra e to r ia n  
p r e fe c ts ’ . P a u lin u s  o f  N o la , a fa m ily  c o n n e c tio n , had an in te r e s t  in  
M e lan ia  the  E ld e r ’ s re so u n d in g  lin e a g e ; ’ a noblewom an.. . o f  g re a te r  
n o b i l i t y  than  her c o n s u la r g ra n d fa th e rs  . . .  a woman o f  more e le v a te d
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ra n k  . . .  M a rc e llin u s  th e  consu l was her g ra n d fa th e r ’ and he makes th e  
most o f  the  e x tra o rd in a ry  scene o f her a r r i v a l  in  Rome, w ith  so many 
g l i t t e r i n g  se n a to rs  anx iou s  n o t to  be behindhand w ith  a p p ro p r ia te  
c o u r te s ie s  to  t h i s  s a c k c lo th -c la d  s c io n  o f a nob le  house. P a lla d iu s .  
to o , accords more im po rtance  to  her d e r iv a t io n ;  ’ She was a daughte r o f 
M a rc e ll in u s ,  one o f  the  c o n s u ls ’ but o n ly  ’w ife  o f a h ig h - ra n k in g  man ( I  
do n o t w e ll  remember w h ich  o n e ) , ’ A ug u s tine , from  le s s  e le v a te d  s o c ia l 
o r ig in s  h im s e lf ,  seems ra th e r  to  be s l ig h t l y  overwhelmed by th e  advent 
in t o  h is  l im i te d  c i r c l e  o f  th e  l i k e s  o f  Proba, J u lia n a  and A lb in a ,  th e  
cream o f th e  a r is to c r a c y ;  i t  i s  no t d i f f i c u l t  to  ca tch  echoes o f  the  
young rh e to r  s c ra m b lin g  f o r  p la ce  in  M ila n  in  th e  tone o f  h is  le t t e r s  to  
these women; To Proba, addressed as ’ nob le  la d y , d e se rve d ly  
i l l u s t r i o u s ’ , ’ i t  m ig h t indeed  appear w o n d e rfu l th a t  s o l ic i t u d e  about 
p ra ye r shou ld  occupy yo u r h e a r t  and c la im  the  f i r s t  p la ce  in  i t  when you 
a re  nob le  and w e a lth y  and th e  m other o f  such an i l l u s t r i o u s  fa m ily ,  as 
t h is  w o rld  reckons such th in g s ’ , and to  Proba and J u l ia n a  ’ ny dau g h te rs , 
most w o rthy  o f  th a t  honour due to  you r ra n k ’ . Nor i s  G regory o f Nyssa -
an a r is t o c r a t  h im s e lf ,  and in  no doubt about the  d is t in c t io n  o f h is  own
fa m ily  and o f  i t s  r ig h t  to  r u le  -  r e t ic e n t  about th e  d is t in g u is h e d  
d e r iv a t io n s  o f  h is  s u b je c ts  M acrina  and B a s i l ;  and th u s , in c id e n ta l ly ,  
h is  own. Though a l l  s t re s s  th a t  b i r t h  shou ld  be outw e ighed by n o b i l i t y  
o f  deeds, y e t  they  cannot le a v e  i t  a lo n e ; b u t th a t  t ru e  n o b i l i t y  shou ld  
be judged ’ a c c o rd in g  to  a b e t te r  than  th e  o rd in a ry  r u le  o f nob le  o r 
ig n o b le  b lo od , whose d is t in c t io n s  depend no t on b lo od , bu t on c h a ra c te r ;  
nor does i t  c la s s i f y  t h e i r  f a m i l ie s  but as in d iv id u a ls ’ was the  v iew  o f  
G regory o f  N azianzus, h im s e lf  w e ll- b o rn .  [2 4 ]
For, b o a s tin g  a p a r t ,  we a re  w itn e s s in g  a new developm ent o f  the  o ld  
concept o f  b i r t h .  I t  has become a d o u b le -b a r re l le d  weapon f o r  the  
F a th e rs  w ith  a newly v i s ib le  concept o f  an " a r is to c ra c y  o f p ie ty " .  I t
i s  som eth ing  to  boast o f to  have fo re b e a rs , w hether o r not o f
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d is t in g u is h e d  lin e a g e , o f  d is t in g u is h e d  p ie ty  -  even o f mere le n g th  o f  
days in  the  Church, G re g o ry ’ s m o th e r’ s h e r ita g e  from  her gens, in  th e  
c o n te x t o f  w h ich  th e  above s ta tem en t came, was ’ th e  f a i t h  th a t  i s  
p le a s in g  to  God’ . J u s t  as descendants o f  w e ll- b o rn  fa m i l ie s  w i l l  boast 
o f a co n su la r t r a d i t i o n  in  t h e i r  gens and a n tiq u e  h a b its  o f  v i r t u e ,  so 
G regory parades h is  m o th e r ’ s p a tr im o n y : she ’was consecra ted  to  God by
v i r t u e  o f  her descent from  a s a in t ly  fa m ily ,  and was possessed o f  p ie ty  
as a necessary in h e r i ta n c e ’ . T h is  i t  was, most p re c io u s  in  the  w r i t e r ’ s 
eyes, and presum ably in  those  o f  h is  aud ience , w h ich  she ’ had in h e r i te d  
from  her a n c e s to rs ’ ; and in  accordance w ith  n o tio n s  o f  husbanding th e  
p ro p e r ty  o f  th e  f a m i l ia . ’ t h is  she in c re ase d  and a m p l i f ie d ’ -  by th e  
c o n v e rs io n  o f  h e r husband. And, ’ h a v in g  re c e iv e d  v i r t u e  as he r 
p a tr im o n y ’ , in  due fo rm  a c c o rd in g  to  the  d u ty  owed to  th e  f a m i l ia . ’ t h i s  
g o lde n  c h a in  she c a s t about her c h i ld r e n ’ . F u r th e r ,  her in h e r ita n c e  
bore fa v o u ra b le  com parison  w ith  th a t  o f h is  fa th e r ,  G regory th e  E ld e r ;  
though ’ every in ch  a gen tlem an ’ , ’ he sprang from  a s to c k  unrenow ne d and 
n o t w e l l - s u i te d  f o r  p ie t y ’ bu t in  a t ta c h in g  h im s e lf  to  Nonna, w ith  he r 
’ p ious  l in e a g e ’ , he was ’ w e ll g ra fte d  o u t o f  th e  w i ld  o l iv e  t re e  to  th e  
good o n e ’ . S im i la r ly ,  Emmelia, m other o f  G regory o f  Nyssa and M acrina , 
was gu ided  by these  k in d  o f  in f lu e n c e s ;  ’ d ire c te d  a t  a l l  t im e s  by 
d iv in e  w i l l ’ , she named M acrina  f o r  her p a te rn a l grandm other, a renowned 
woman who ’ confessed  C h r is t  l i k e  a good a th le te  in  the  tim e  o f  the  
P e rs e c u tio n s ’ , A g e ru ch ia , to  whom Jerome addresses e x h o r ta t io n s  to  
rem ain  a w idow, though we do n o t know o f  her gens, i s  the  t h i r d  
g e n e ra tio n  o f  devout C h r is t ia n  women, as w e ll  as a ’ h ig h -b o rn  la d y ’ ; 
’ around he r s tand  he r g randm other, he r m other and he r a u n t, a nob le  band 
o f  t r ie d  C h r is t ia n  women’ -  and w ive s  -  and u n iv ir a e . They a re  a t ru e  
a r is to c ra c y  o f  p ie ty  ; ’ do no t your grandm other, you r mother and yo u r 
aun t e n jo y  even more th a n  t h e i r  o ld  in f lu e n c e  and re s p e c t, looked  up to  
as they a re  by the  w ho le  p ro v in c e  and th e  le a d e rs  o f  th e  ch u rche s? ’ J u s t 
so M e lan ia  th e  Y ounger’ s n o t io n s  o f  p ie ty  -  and he r subsequent d ic t a t in g
-  I l l  -
o f term s to  h e r husband -  d e r iv e d  from  't a le s  o f  her g ra n d m o th e r ', 
though her e q u a lly  C h r is t ia n  p a re n ts  t r ie d  to  cu rb  th e  w ild e r  excesses 
o f he r z e a l;  he r u lt im a te  v ic t o r y  owed much to  th a t  fo rm id a b le  la d y 's  
presence. [253 Nonna a ls o ,  as we w i l l  examine, had a good dea l o f  say 
in  he r m a rr ia g e ; G regory th e  y o u n g e r 's  a t t i t u d e  was a lm ost th a t  h e r 
'p io u s  l in e a g e ' accorded her s e n io r  s ta tu s .  J u s t as a r is t o c r a t i c  women 
o f  p re ce d in g  c e n tu r ie s  to o k  t h e i r  fa m ily  p r id e  and t h e i r  dowry w ith  them 
to  t h e i r  m a rriage  -  and, o f te n ,  away from  i t  a g a in  -  and m a in ta in e d  th e  
one and c o n t r o l le d  the  o th e r a g a in s t t h e i r  husband 's say, so C h r is t ia n  
women b rough t t h e i r  s p e c ia l le g a cy  to  t h e i r  new fa m i l ie s ,  and m a in ta in e d  
t h e i r  own ways. Sometimes, t h e i r  in - la w s  welcomed these , and had a 
s im i la r  h is to r y ,  as Emmelia found  when she m a rrie d  B a s i l .  Lae ta  a ls o ,  
h e r s e lf  the  p ro du c t o f a C h r is t ia n  m other and a pagan fa th e r ,  when she 
m a rr ie d  T o x o tiu s  s im i la r ly  found much in  common w ith  her in - la w s ;  more, 
in  t h is  case, than  she had w ith  he r husband, as T o x o tiu s , w ith s ta n d in g  
th e  combined example o f  P au la , P a u lin a , B le s i l la  and Eustoch ium , was a 
pagan when she f i r s t  m a rr ie d  him . But sometimes, as M onica w ith  
P a t r ic iu s ,  these  women were g ra fte d  on from  a l ie n  s to c k  -  and were 
w o rk in g  a g a in s t the  g ra in .
The C h r is t ia n  M atrons in  in te r a c t io n  w ith  her husband
What then , in  a w o rld  o n ly  new ly C h r is t ia n ,  were husbands to  e xpec t 
from  t h e i r  w ives?  M ig h t they no lo n g e r n e c e s s a r ily  count on 
su bse rv ie n ce  as o f  r ig h t ,  i f  t h e i r  w ives were m o tiv a te d  by new system s 
o f  va lu e  and p r io r i t y ?  B e ing  male in  a m an's w o rld  m ig h t no lo n g e r 
guarantee sway in  o n e 's  own household -  they m igh t even be rega rded  as 
a t  a d isadvan tage  as h av ing  le s s  s ta tu s  w ith  the  F a i th fu l  in  a w o r ld  o f  
F a ith .  Evidence th a t  men were in  f a c t  q u ic k ly  aware o f  a new atm osphere 
and a le r t  to  th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  upse ts  in  t h e i r  cwn househo ld  because 
o f  new lo y a l t ie s  comes as e a r ly  as P lu ta rc h , who s tre sse d  in  h is  
C o n ju g a lia  R ra e cep ta :
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A wife ought to ,,,en jqy her hueband's friends In oonmon with 
him* The gods a re  th e  f i r s t  and most Im p o rta n t f r ie n d s .  
W herefore i t  i s  beocming f o r  a w ife  to  w o rsh ip  and to  know 
o n ly  th e  gods th a t  h e r husband b e lie v e s  in  and to  sh u t th e  
doo r t i g h t  upon queer r i t u a l s  and o u t la n d is h  s u p e r s t i t io n s .
For w ith  no god do s te a lth y  and s e c re t ru le s  perfo rm ed by a 
woman f in d  any fa v o u r .
M om ig liano  co n s id e rs  t h i s  t o  in d ic a te  th a t  P lu ta rc h  was aware o f  a
danger s p e c i f i c a l l y  fro m  C h r is t ia n i t y ,  w h ich  he 'm ust have known' was
'one  o f those  c u l t s  w h ich  b o th  a t t r a c te d  and accepted unaccompanied
women'. [2 6 ]  In  o u r e ra  we can see t h i s  d is p a r i t y  between m a rr ie d
coup les  becoming open t o  d is c u s s io n , and even a cce p ta b le  as an appeal t o
p ie ty .
T h is  is  n o t t o  say t h is  was u n ifo rm ly  th e  e x p e rie n c e ; o f  th e  
coup les  we a c tu a l ly  know a bo u t, th e  responses v a r ie d  and many husbands 
w i l l  have experienced  l i t t l e  cham ^ in  th e  n a tu ra l o rd e r .  The 
e xpe rience  o f  th e  w e ll- b o rn  women can tend  to  m is le a d  one about th e  
n a tu re  o f  th e  s t ru g g le ;  many C h r is t ia n  women must have fo u g h t a q u ie t ,  
unno ted , campaign -  i f  th e y  fo u g h t a t  a l l  -  a g a in s t th e  in e r t ia  o f  an 
u n in te re s te d  husband. A ug u s tine  t e l l s  o f  th e  many women in  h is  m o th e r 's  
c i r c le  who endured ha rsh  tre a tm e n t and r e la te s  th a t  i t  behoved Mfonica to  
e x e rc is e  g re a t t a c t  s in c e  h e r husband was f ie r c e r  th a n  many o f  tho se  who 
so s u f fe re d .  B u t Monica found  n o th in g  t o  c a v i l  a t  in  such a s i t u a t io n ;  
h e r a t t i t u d e  tow ards t h i s ,  h e r son says, i s  th a t  he r f r ie n d s  w ere in  th e  
wrong to  'ta k e  th e  uppe r hand a g a in s t t h e i r  m a s te rs ';  t h a t  'f ro m  th e  
tim e  they heard read  a lo u d  those  m a tr im o n ia l ta b le t s ,  th e y  shou ld  
c o n s id e r them in s tru m e n ts  by w h ich  th e y  had been made s e rv a n ts '.  
M o n ica 's  v ic to r y  -  f o r ,  su re  enough 'a t  l a s t  she won f o r  You even h e r 
own husband, a t  th e  end o f  h is  e a r th ly  l i f e '  -  was th e  v ic t o r y  o f  
d ip lom acy , o f  th e  s i l e n t  w itn e s s . There i s  no evidence  fro m  A u g u s tin e 's  
accoun t o f  t h e i r  m a rr ie d  l i f e  th a t  she employed th e  same p r o s e ly t iz in g  
ze a l w ith  w h ich  she pursued h e r wayward son; p o s s ib ly  she scented a more 
c e r ta in  hope o f  success in  him  tha n  in  h e r ' f i e r c e ' ,  'w r a th fu l '  husband.
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N o th in g  more i s  im p lie d  in  he r conduct w ith  P a t r ic iu s  th a n  m e re ly  
e n d u rin g , and m a in ta in in g  her cwn f a i t h ;  though i t  may be th a t  th e  
c u m u la tiv e  e f fe c t  on P a t r ic iu s  was th a t  o f  w a te r w e a rin g  away a s ton e . 
[2 7 ]
Comparable w ith  Monica i s  Gorge n ia , th e  s is te r  o f  G regory o f 
N azianzus, and unrem arkab le  daughte r o f the  p e e r le s s  Nonna. Her 
s i t u a t io n  c o n ta in s  seme s im i l a r i t i e s  to  M o n ic a 's ; i n  th e  u n e x c e p tio n a l 
q u a l i t y  o f  h e r m a rr ia g e , and the  undocumented s tru g g le  she waged w ith
th e  s im i la r ly  u np ro m is ing  m a te r ia l o f  her 'u n re aso n ab le  m a s te r ' ,  her 
husband, A ly p iu s  -  o f  whom G regory m ere ly  says t r u c u le n t ly  'and i f  you 
w ish  me b r ie f l y  to  d e s c r ib e  th e  man, I  d o n 't  know what more to  say o f 
him tha n  th a t  he was h e r husband '. To h e r is  a ls o  a t t r ib u t e d  the  
a t t i t u d e  th a t  t r u ly  'h e r  husband was her head ' and o f  'c o n f in in g  h e r s e lf  
w i t h in  the  due l i m i t s  o f  a woman’ . And she, to o , ach ieved  'h e r one 
re m a in in g  d e s i r e ' ,  g iv e n  as 'h e r  husband 's  p e r fe c t io n ' ;  bu t a g a in , 
G regory is  u n c h a r a c te r is t ic a l ly  t ig h t - l ip p e d :  'n o r d id  she f a i l  o f
t h i s '  i s  a l l  th e  n o t ic e  t h i s  p o te n t ia l ly  meaty s u b je c t re c e iv e s . There
is  som eth ing perhaps more in  a l l  t h i s  than  we a re  le a rn in g ;  i t  would be 
in t e r e s t in g  to  know w he ther the  so -p io u s  Nonna had m a rr ie d  her w o rth y  
daugh te r o f f  to  a pagan, o r  i f  G re g o ry 's  d is a p p ro v a l i s  the  r e s u l t  o f  
h is  b ro th e r - in - la w  b e in g  a b e l ie v e r  who had b a c k s lid  -  hence he needed 
'p e r f e c t io n ' ,  n o t c o n v e rs io n . [2 8 ]
The re t ic e n c e  w ith  w h ich  G o rg o n ia 's  r e la t io n s  w ith  her husband a re  
t re a te d  is  shown up in  G re g o ry 's  f l o r i d  tre a tm e n t o f  h is  m other and
fa th e r  -  'th e  Abraham and Sarah o f these , our l a t t e r  d a y s '.  He r e la te s  
he r to  have been a c t iv e  in  the  m a tte r o f  he r husband; she d i r e c t l y  
co nve rte d  him , by her 'p ra y e rs ,  in f lu e n c e  and e xa m p le '. He, c e r t a in ly ,  
was n o t a pagan, bu t a H y p s is ta r ia n ,  a m a rg in a l s e c t whose e x is te n c e  we 
o n ly  know about from  G re g o ry 's  fu n e ra l o ra t io n  on him . G regory e n te rs  
in to  few d e ta i ls  about the  s e c t, sa y in g  m e re ly  th a t  h is  fa th e r ,  b e fo re
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he met Nonna, ' l i v e d  h is  l i f e  among id o ls '  and th a t  the  s e c t was a 
c o m b in a tio n  o f  'G reek e r r o r  and le g a l im p o s tu re ',  w o rs h ip p in g  f i r e  and 
l i g h t s ,  o b s e rv in g  c le a n lin e s s ,  b u t d e s p is in g  c irc u m c is io n . Nonna was 
m a rr ie d  to  him w h ile  he was s t i l l  a H y p s is ta r ia n ;  a n o th e r example o f  the  
daugh te r o f a s e t t le d  C h r is t ia n  fa m ily  be ing  m a rr ie d  o f f  to  a man 
s o c ia l ly  but no t r e l ig io u s ly  s u ita b le .  But Nonna was made o f  s te rn  
s t u f f ;
though su rp a ss in g  a l l  o th e rs  in  endurance and f o r t i t u d e ,  she 
co u ld  no t b rook t h is ,  the  be ing  b u t h a l f  u n ite d  t o  God, because 
o f  th e  estrangem ent o f  him who was a p a r t  o f  h e r s e lf ,  and the  
f a i l u r e  to  add to  th e  b o d ily  u n io n , a c lo se  connexion  in  the  
s p i r i t .  On t h is  a cco u n t, she f e l l  b e fo re  God n ig h t  and day, 
e n t re a t in g  f o r  the  s a lv a t io n  o f h e r head w ith  many fa s t in g s  and 
te a rs ,  and a s s id u o u s ly  d e v o tin g  h e r s e lf  to  her husband, and 
in f lu e n c in g  him in  many ways, by means o f  rep roaches , 
a d m o n itio n s , a t te n t io n s ,  estrangem ents, and above a l l ,  by her 
own c h a ra c te r , w ith  i t s  fe rv o u r  f o r  p ie ty ,  by w h ich  the  so u l i s  
s p e c ia l ly  p re v a ile d  upon and so fte n e d  and w i l l i n g l y  su lxn its  to  
v ir tu o u s  p ressu re
-  a process G regory l ik e n s  to  w a te r s t r i k in g  ro c k . U n s u rp r is in g ly ,  
G regory the  E ld e r soon s ta r te d  to  respond to  the  c o n d it io n in g ,  and had a 
v is io n  o f  h is  own, o f  h im s e lf  s in g in g  psalms, 'w h ich  was s tra n g e  to  
h im ';  she 's e iz e d  the  o p p o r tu n ity ' and the  co nven ien t p ro x im ity  o f  a 
c o n v o c a tio n  o f  b ishops , and G regory was re c e iv e d  in to  th e  church in  
s h o r t o rd e r by L e o n tiu s , the  m e tro p o lita n .  Only now, 'when he gave 
h im s e lf  to  the  L o rd , she both  c a lle d  him her husband and regarded  him as 
s u ch ' -  a re -s ta te m e n t o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  C h u rch 's  s a n c tio n  o f  d is re g a rd  
f o r  s o c ie ta l norms and an im p l ic a t io n  th a t  Nonna perhaps had n o t been a t  
one w ith  her d is t in g u is h e d  fa m ily  in  her assessment o f th e  c r i t e r i a  th a t  
made up a f i t t i n g  husband. Sm all wonder, a t  a l l  e ve n ts , th a t  'some have 
both  b e lie v e d  and s a id . . . t h a t  even her husband 's  p e r fe c t io n  has been th e  
w ork o f  none o th e r tha n  h e r s e l f  . . .  Frcan he r he le a rn e d  h is  id e a l o f a 
good sh e p h e rd 's  l i f e ' .  Her in f lu e n c e  co n tin u e d  in t o  h is  w ork as a 
b ish o p ; 'n o t o n l y . . . h i s  a s s is ta n t ,  bu t even h is  le a d e r , d raw ing  him on 
by her in f lu e n c e  in  deed and word to  th e  h ig h e s t e x c e lle n c e ; . . .  n o t 
b e ing  ashamed, in  re g a rd  o f p ie ty ,  even to  o f f e r  h e r s e lf  as h is  te a c h e r.
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A dm irab le  indeed as was t h is  conduct o f  h e rs , i t  was s t i l l  more 
a dm ira b le  th a t  he shou ld  r e a d i ly  acquiesce in  i t . ' In  t h i s  re s p e c t, 
G regory Nazianzus d e c la re s  th a t  she was s u p e r io r  to  Eve, who was o n ly  
sen t to  be an helpm eet to  Adam. G regory the  E ld e r was more p ro m is in g  
m a te r ia l f o r  'm aking o v e r ' tha n  A ly p iu s , b u t Nonna must have been a 
fo rc e  to  be reckoned w ith .  G regory is  a good, because a f i r s t - h a n d ,  
w itn e s s ; h is  accoun t may be sm oothed-out and f u l l  o f  the  fo rm u la e  p rope r 
to  such encomia, b u t more t e l l i n g  than  any o f  h is  r h e to r ic  i s  h is  
u n q u e s tio n in g  acceptance o f  fe m in in e  in f lu e n c e  as a power in  th e  fa m ily ,  
[2 9 ]
A d i r e c t  c o n tra s t  to  M o n ica 's  g e n tle  t r a c t io n ,  and N onna's 
i r r e s i s t i b l e  fo rc e  o f  w i l l ,  i s  the  o u t r ig h t  independence o f  M e lan ia  th e  
Younger -  as p o r tra y e d  by G e ro n tiu s  and P a lla d iu s ,  w r i te r s  who knew her 
o n ly  a f t e r  the  breach w ith  th e  w o rld  had been made. T h is  was a n o th e r 
case o f  a daughte r in  o p p o s it io n  to  fa m ily  m a rriage  p la n s ; excep t th a t  
the  husband in  t h is  case i s  C h r is t ia n ,  ju s t  n o t extrem e enough. A f te r  
r e lu c ta n t ly  f a l l i n g  in  w ith  fa m ily  d y n a s t ic  p la n n in g , and th e  f a i l u r e  o f 
two p regnancies to  produce an h e i r ,  M e lan ia  o ffe re d  he r husband a d i r e c t  
ch o ice . I f  he w ished to  c o n tin u e  m a rrie d  l i f e  w ith  h e r, he must 
'p r a c t is e  a s c e t ic is m  w ith  me a c c o rd in g  to  the  fa s h io n  o f c h a s t i t y ' ,  o n ly  
under which c o n d it io n s  w ou ld  he be 'my lo rd  and m a s te r ';  le a v in g  him 
o th e rw is e  an o p t io n  couched in  term s p e r i lo u s ly  c lo s e  to  the  fo rm u la  o f  
d iv o rc e :  'ta k e  my b e lo n g in g s  and s e t my body f r e e . '  F in ia n u s  was
co n sp icu o u s ly  u n w i l l in g  to  do e i t h e r  -  A ugus tine  a t t r ib u t e s  him w ith  'a  
s tro n g  n a tu ra l c a p a c ity  f o r  e n jo y in g  t h i s  w o r ld ' -  'b u t a t  la s t  God had 
mercy on the  young man and la id  on him a lso  an a rd o u r f o r  r e n u n c ia t io n '.  
M e la n ia 's  a p p a re n tly  dom inant in f lu e n c e  in  her m arriage  i s  q u i te  
s t r i k in g  in  the  c o n te x t o f  th e  a t t r ib u t e s  accorded to  o th e r C h r is t ia n  
m a rr ie d  women -  even Nonna -  o f  s t i l l  re v e r in g  t h e i r  husband as 'th e  
h e a d ', o f  v a lu in g  the  s ile n c e  p roper to  women, and so on. The r e s t  o f
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the  passage in  P a lla d iu s  r e la te s  e n t i r e ly  to  M e la n ia 's  a s c e t ic  d o in g s ; 
how she gave away upwards o f  25*000 p ie ces  o f  s i l v e r  and g o ld  to  v a r io u s  
churches, she fre e d  8 ,000  s la v e s , she s o ld  o f f  p ro p e rty  in  S pa in , 
A q u ita n ia , T a ra con ia  and G au l; though we know h e r husband was s t i l l  w ith  
h e r, she i s  a t t r ib u te d  w ith  be ing  th e  m o t iv a t in g  fo r c e .  The women a re  
u s u a lly  seen as the  v ic t im s  o f  m a r ita l p o l i t i c s ,  i n  which p o s i t io n  
M e lan ia  s ta r te d  o u t ;  bu t i t  i s  w o rth  exam in ing  how much choice  P in ia n u s  
had in  the  m a tte r .  As two s o le  s c io n s  o f  C h r is t ia n  a r is to c ra c y ,  th e  
match was a f i t t i n g  one: bu t th e re  i s  much to  say th a t  M e la n ia  and
P in ia n u s ' p a re n ts  d id  n o t r a te  i t s  C h r is t ia n  f i t n e s s  over i t s  d y n a s tic  
s u i t a b i l i t y .  P in ia n u s ' a c tu a l o p in io n  o f  the  m a rriage  goes unrecorded , 
bu t he does show s ig n s  o f  c o n s id e ra b le  d e v o tio n  to  M e lan ia . Though 
p a te n t ly  r e lu c ta n t  to  have th e  consequences o f  h is  b e l ie f  pushed to  
t h e i r  lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n s , he does no t g iv e  he r up -  bu t maybe, b e a rin g  
in  mind th e  ob loquy meted o u t to  F a b io la , who re le a s e d  h e r s e lf  from  a 
d i f f i c u l t  m a rriag e  to  re m a rry , he would have been unwise to ,  once 
a tta c h e d  to  M e la n ia  by the  bonds o f  a u n io n  th a t  has in  our p e r io d  moved 
a lo n g  way from  the  casua lness o f  the  c la s s ic a l e ra . [ 30 ]
These a re  examples o f  women o f  f a i t h  g a in in g  th e  upper hand over 
husbands re p re s e n te d  as be ing  in  some s o r t  an i n i t i a l  d rag on t h e i r  
p ie ty .  There i s  equal ev idence , however, f o r  C h r is t ia n  matro n ae se e ing  
t h e i r  r o le s  as th a t  o f  su p p o rt and back-up f o r  a husband o f  consp icuous 
p ie ty ,  and in  o th e r  re g io n s  th a n  m ere ly  com plem enting t h e i r  w o rs h ip . 
Nonna, once she had made a b ishop  o f  G rego ry , to o k  on th e  d u t ie s  o f  
ru n n in g  t h e i r  househo ld  and e s ta te ,  the  b e t te r  to  l ib e r a te  him f o r  th e  
burdens o f  be ing  a b ishop . T h is  she seems to  have done rem arkab ly  a b ly :  
though G regory th e  E ld e r and she ' r i v a l le d  each o th e r ' in  'c o n s id e r in g  
t h e i r  w e a lth  to  be common to  a l l  and in  l i b e r a l i t y  in  bestow ing  i t '  upon 
the needy, 'he e n tru s te d  the  g re a te r  p a r t o f  t h is  bounty to  he r hand, as 
be ing  a most e x c e l le n t  and t r u s t y  stew ard  o f  such m a t te r s ',  in  w hich
-  117 -
c a p a c ity  'by her s k i l l ,  she secured th e  p ro s p e r ity  o f  the  h o u s e h o ld '.
There is  a te n s io n  here  o f  w h ich  G regory Nazianzen, w r i t i n g  about i t ,
shows h im s e lf  to  be aware ; a g re a t dea l o f  r h e to r ic  was be ing  gene ra ted  
by o th e r  church sources concerned to  prove th a t  care  fo r  the  th in g s  o f  
o n e 's  househo ld  was by e x te n s io n  ca re  f o r  th in g s  o f  th e  w o rld , and th a t  
p ro p e r ly  p io us  men and women in  the  new mould w ou ld  have no t r u c k  w ith  
such p re o c c u p a tio n s . G regory, however, c a r r ie s  o u t a neat jo b  o f 
t a i l o r i n g  h is  accoun t o f he r everyday househo ld  management in t o  re c e iv e d  
a s c e t ic  id e a ls .  He in d ic a te s  t h e i r  in h e re n t ly  c o n tra d ic to ry  n a tu re  -  
Nonna showed 'as  g re a t a degree o f s k i l l '  in  household knowledge 'a s  i f  
she had no knowledge o f  p ie ty  ; and she a p p lie d  h e r s e lf  to  God. and D iv in e  
th in g s  as c lo s e ly  as i f  she were a b s o lu te ly  re le a s e d  f r a n  household 
c a re s ' -  b u t s t i l l  manages to  n e a t ly  f i t  square peg in to  round h o le , by 
e s s e n t ia l ly  s id e s te p p in g  th e  argument c o m p le te ly : 'a l lo w in g  n e ith e r
branch o f her d u ty  to  in t e r fe r e  w ith  th e  o th e r ,  bu t ra th e r ,  m aking each 
o f them s u p p o rt the  o th e r ' ,  she is  e x c e p t io n a l -  m ere ly  because she is  
e x c e p t io n a l,  he says, w ith  b re a th ta k in g  c i r c u la r i t y  o f  argum ent. 'Some 
women have e x c e lle d  in  t h r i f t y  management, o th e rs  in  p ie ty ,  w h ile  she, 
d i f f i c u l t  as i t  i s  to  u n i te  the  two v ir t u e s ,  has surpassed a l l  in  bo th
o f them, both  by her eminence in  each, and by the  fa c t  th a t  she a lone
has combined th a n  to g e th e r . '  [3 1 ]  A le s s  dogged ly id e a l i s t i c  assessment 
o f a s im i la r  case is  g ive n  by P a u lin u s  o f  N o la , w r i t i n g  to  h is  f r ie n d s  
Aper and Amanda; m a rr ie d , bu t h a v in g  re c e n t ly  dec ided  to  co n tin u e  t h e i r  
m a rria g e  in  c o n tin e n c e , Aper e x e rc is e d  some k in d  o f m in is t r y ,  and Amanda 
had u n d e rta ke n  th e  d u t ie s  o f  t h e i r  household  and e s ta te , a g a in  to  
re le a s e  him f o r  i t .  P a u lin u s ' a t t i t u d e  is  s ig n a l ly  d i f f e r e n t  from  
G re g o ry 's :  i t  i s  a burden, and one th a t  w i l l  in e v i ta b ly  draw her more
in to  th e  w o r ld ;  and she i s  s h o u ld e r in g  i t  as a s a c r i f ic e  o f h e r s e l f  'b y  
in te r p o s in g  her h o ly  s la v e ry  so you may be s h ie ld e d . . .  She take s  charge 
o f s e c u la r bus iness  so th a t  you may fo r g e t  i t '  so th a t  Aper may be 
b e t te r  a b le  to  f u l f i l  h is  v o c a t io n .  But her s a c r i f ic e  w i l l  b e t te r  her
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in  th e  eyes o f  God; though la c k in g  as much tim e  f o r  the  p ie ty  o f 
c o n te m p la tio n , s t i l l ,  ' i n  the  t ra n s a c t io n s  o f  th e  w o rld  she serves n o t 
th e  w o r ld  but C h r is t ,  f o r  whose sake she endures th e  w o rld  th a t  you may 
avo id  e n d u rin g  i t '  and so 'd :ie  w i l l  n o t lo s e  he r share in  you r rew ard  
because o f  th e  exem plary s c a le  o f  v a lu e s  by which she sought n o t her 
in c l in a t io n  b u t yo u r s a lv a t io n '.  T h is , says P a u lin u s , i s  no t a t  a l l  th e  
same th in g  as p u t t in g  th e  w o rld  b e fo re  C h r is t ;  and he p ra is e s  he r f o r  
le a d in g  him  away from  e ffe m in a cy  and tow ards s e l f - d is c ip l in e .  T h is  la s t  
i s  a d ir e c t  pa raph rase , in  f a c t ,  o f  A u g u s tin e 's  p ra is e  o f P a u lin u s ' own 
w ife ,  T h e ra s ia , a no the r case o f  a p ious  w ife  a c t in g  as a s u p p o rt-g ro u p  
f o r  a p ious  husband. In  w r i t i n g  to  P a u lin u s , A ugus tine  c o n g ra tu la te s  
him on 'a  w ife  who does n o t b r in g  her husband to  e ffe m in a c y ' and who is  
one w ith  him in  s p i r i t u a l  t ie s  the  s tro n g e r because o f  th e ir  p u r i t y  (a 
re fe re n c e  to  P a u lin u s  and T h e ra s ia 's  own c o n t in e n t m a rr ia g e ). [ 32 ]
The debate over married celibacy
A necessary c o r o l la r y  o f  any c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  the  r e la t io n s  between 
husband and w ife ,  p a r t i c u la r l y  i f  both  were C h r is t ia n s  in  the  4 th  -  5 th  
c e n tu ry  p e r io d  i s  an assessment o f  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  tow ards s e x u a lity  and 
p roduc ing  c h i ld re n .  The C h r is t ia n  com m unities were co nsp icu o us ly  more 
'body c o n s c io u s ' than  t h e i r  p a ^ n  fo re b e a rs  had been, w hether because 
th e y  'c o u ld  show t h e i r  concern  f o r  o rd e r and cohes ion  in  th e  more 
dom estic  sphere  o f  sexua l s e l f - d i s c ip l in e '  o r w hether because th e  
co nque ring  o f  the  sexua l d r iv e ,  more s ig n i f ic a n t ly  th a n  any o th e r  human 
t ra n s fo rm a t io n  was h e ld  to  sym bo lize  'a  s ta te  o f  u n h e s ita t in g  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  to  God and o n e 's  fe l lo w s ,  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  id e a l o f  the  
s in g le -h e a r te d  p e rs o n '.  Thus a f t e r  f i f te e n - o d d  ye a rs  o f  concubinage, 
A ugus tine  made the  d e c is io n  th a t  'th e re  is  n o th in g  I  must f le e  more tha n  
th e  co n ju g a l b e d '.  [3 3 ] The p u b lic  a d o p tio n  o f  such a tra n s fo rm a tio n  
was p re -e m in e n tly  one o f  th e  le a d e rs h ip  id e a ls  o f  the  e a r ly  church , to  
denote  p ro pe r d is ta n c e  and d e d ic a t io n  in  a c e l ib a te  c le rg y ;  but w ith  the
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spread o f  th e  appeal o f  a s c e tic is m , i t  may be seen th a t  the  s t ru g g le  was 
be ing  broadened in  the  in c re a s in g ly  e s c h a to lo g ic a l m e n ta lity  o f  the  la t e
Em pire. To seme in  t h i s  c lim a te ,  th e  s im p le  a c t o f  ta k in g  a w ife
re p re se n te d  th e  lu r e  o f  th e  w o rld  and the  d e v i l :  f o r  the  m uch-adm ired
d e s e rt monks, where i l l i c i t  f o r n ic a t io n  was regarded  as a tem porary, and 
th e re fo re  v e n ia l ,  f a l l  from  g race , a d m it t in g  o f  p en ite n ce  and a re tu r n  
to  th e  f o ld ,  th e  l e ^ l  and a p o s to l ic a l ly - p r o v id e d  f o r  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  
m a rriag e  re p re s e n te d  a f a r  more s e r io u s  th r e a t ;  the  r e t r e a t  in to  th e  
w o r ld . Thus a 'g re a t  man' whose d is c ip le  was tem pted and went o f f  to  
ge t m a rr ie d  is  p o r tra y e d  in  th e  S ayings as h a v in g  prayed th a t  the  
d is c ip le  m ig h t no t be p o l lu te d ,  to  such e f f e c t  th a t  'th e  moment he was 
bound to  th e  woman* th e  young man d ie d  -  'and so was not p o l lu t e d '.  The
same v iew  h e ro iz e d  th e  stance o f  Abba Theonas who d ese rte d  h is  w ife  as a
se d u c tre ss  when she d e c lin e d  the  same scheme th a t  Amoun had s u c c e s s fu lly  
imposed on h is  b r id e .  A t such a tim e , the n , the  v iew  o f A ugus tine  was 
r e la t i v e l y  m odera te : he s tre s s e d  th e  v iew  th a t  id e a l ly ,  in te rc o u rs e
shou ld  take  p lace  o n ly  to  conce ive  c h i ld re n ,  which was no more tha n  
a u s te re  pagans had demanded; th a t  man was, a f t e r  a l l  a s o c ia l a n im a l, 
th a t  c h i ld r e n  were th e  g lo ry  o f m a rriag e , and th a t  obedience was b e t te r  
than  c o n tin e n c e . N e v e rth e le s s , to  v iew  a th in g  as in e v i ta b le  i s  not th e  
same as p ro m o ting  i t :  he a ls o  a dv ised  h is  c o n g re g a tio n  th a t  they shou ld
lo ve  the  s e x u a li ty  o f  t h e i r  w ives and the  p h y s ic a l bonds o f t h e i r  
fa m i l ie s  o n ly  as a C h r is t ia n  must lo v e  h is  enem ies. [3 4 ] 'A u g u s tin e  
e lu c id a te d  those  a spe c ts  o f  in te rc o u rs e  th a t  seemed to  b e tra y  a 
deep-seated  d is lo c a t io n  o f  w i l l  and in s t in c t .  E re c tio n  and orgasm h o ld  
h is  a t t e n t io n ,  f o r  th e  w i l l  seemed to  have no access to  e i th e r  . .  f o r  
A u g u s tin e , these  were v iv id  and a p p a re n tly  i r r e v e r s ib le  tokens in  a l l  
human b e ing s , men and women, m a rr ie d  and c o n t in e n t ,  o f  the  w ra th  o f  God 
a g a in s t th e  p r id e  o f Adam and Eve in  c u t t in g  them se lves o f f  from  th e  
w i l l  o f  God. '  [3 5 ]  However i t  was p e rc e iv e d , w ith  such r h e to r ic  
p re v a le n t in  v a ry in g  degrees amongst a l l  the  g re a t o rth o d o x  w r i te r s ,  an
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a c t iv e  c h o ic e , f o r  f u l l  m a rrie d  l i f e  and 'th e  bed u n d e f i le d ' o r f o r
c o n tin e n ce  and 'th e  g re a t e m u la tio n  o f  G od 's m a rria g e  w ith  the  Church* 
was incum bent on a l l  C h r is t ia n  m a rr ie d  co up le s .
Thus, s c a tte re d  a l l  over the  sources a re  re fe re n c e s  -  n o t
n e c e s s a r ily  la u d a t io n s ,  o f te n  ju s t  a p ass ing  m e n tion  -  to  coup les  l i k e  
P a u lin u s  and T h e ra s ia  and Aper and Amanda, m aking the  e f f o r t  to  c o n ta in . 
But th e re  seem to  be d i f f e r e n t  n o tio n s  c u r re n t,  ju s t  as th e re  a re  in  th e
F a th e rs  o f  the  le v e l o f  C h r is t ia n  o b l ig a t io n .  Amongst our to p -d ra w e r
m atronae, f o r  in s ta n c e , Paula had c h i ld re n ,  even f i v e  o f them; a rg u a b ly  
because h e r husband wanted an h e i r ,  and d ie  d id  n o t succeed in  p ro d u c in g  
a boy u n t i l  th e  f i f t h  c h i ld .  Her daugh te rs  B le s i l l a ,  R u fin a  and P a u lin a  
a l l  m a rr ie d  w ith  no e v id e n t p ressure  to  do o th e rw is e  from  P au la ; 
Eustochium  was s u f f i c i e n t l y  young a t  the  tim e  o f  her d e c is io n , as we 
have seen, th a t  i t  co u ld  be a t t r ib u t a b le  to  any v a r ie ty  o f e m o tion a l 
causes, n o t le a s t  a d e s ire  n o t to  le a v e  her m o the r. I t  i s  w o rth  a ls o  
b e a rin g  in  m ind th a t  E ustoch ium  was, fo l lo w in g  th e  C h r is t ia n  E m p ire 's  
p r o h ib i t io n  on th e  exposure o f  unwanted c h i ld re n ,  amongst th e  f i r s t  few 
g e n e ra tio n s  th a t  w ould  see a new phenomenon; th a t  o f  s u rp lu s  d au g h te rs . 
Jerome does a t t r ib u t e  to  P a u lin a  th e  d e s ire  th a t  'a s  soon as her un ion  
was b lessed  w ith  o f fs p r in g ,  she w ou ld  l i v e  h e n c e fo r th  in  the second 
degree o f  c h a s t i t y ' ,  i . e .  co n tin e nce  in  m a rr ia g e ; bu t h is  i s  n o t a 
w itn e s s  to  take  on t r u s t  in  such m a tte rs , and even he makes no a tte m p t 
to  c la im  th a t  she e n te re d  th e  u n io n  r e lu c ta n t ly ,  o r even t r ie d  f o r  
c h i ld re n  r e lu c t a n t ly .  [ 3 6 ]  M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r d u t i f u l l y  produced, and 
l i k e  M a rc e lla ,  showed no s ig n s  o f  eschew ing he r o b l ig a t io n s  to  th e  
fa m ily  u n t i l  're le a s e d *  by the  death o f  he r husband and two sm a ll boys. 
M e lan ia  th e  Younger was 'fo rc e d *  in to  m arriage  and w ith  g re a t re lu c ta n c e  
persuaded to  t r y  f o r  h e i r s ;  fa m ily  o b l ig a t io n  i n i t i a l l y  ta k in g  
precedence ove r C h r is t ia n  even f o r  as m o tiv a te d  and s t r o n g - w i l le d  a 
young woman as M e la n ia . T h e ra s ia  a ls o  had a son, C e lsus, who had d ie d
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b e fo re  she and P a u lin u s  o p te d  f o r  c o n tin e n ce . O lym pias and M acrina , 
though t h ^  are  re p re se n te d  as h eav ing  a s ig h  o f  r e l i e f  when t h e i r  
p ro je c te d  n u p t ia ls  d id  n o t come o f f  as p lanned, were l in e d  up f o r  
m a rriag e  in  th e  usua l fa s h io n  w ith  no re p o r te d  o p p o s it io n  befo rehand, 
such as Demet r ia s  u l t im a te ly  d is p la y e d . The sources do n o t r e la te  
J u lia n a  and P ro b a 's  a c tu a l re a c t io n  to  t h i s  la s t ,  they  o n ly  in f e r  i t ;
such devou t widows must o f  course be d e lig h te d  -  though both have
p re v io u s ly  dem onstra ted a l l  th e  p roper fa m ily  fe e l in g ,  and t h e i r  a s c e t ic  
fe rv o u r  i s  r e s t r ic t e d  to  re m a in in g  u n lv ir a e  a f te r  the  deaths o f  t h e i r  
husbands, and w r i t i n g  e l e ^ n t  le t t e r s  to  th e  fa s h io n a b le  C h r is t ia n  
p h ilo s o p h e rs  o f  t h e i r  day. There never seems to  be any q u e s tio n  o f  
w hether th e  v e ry  p ious  and s t r o n g - w i l le d  Nonna w i l l  keep 'th e  bed
u n d e f i le d ' ,  o r  h e r d au g h te r, G orgon ia , who had two sons and th re e
d a u g h te rs .
Indeed, G regory o f N az ianzus ' p o s i t io n  on G o rg p n ia 's  m a rr ie d  s ta te
is  fa s c in a t in g .  In  h is  fu n e ra l o ra t io n  on h e r, ra th e r  than  spend ing  h is
tim e  a d o p tin g  one o f  the  s tances as to  w hether m a r r ia ^  was as good as
v i r g i n i t y  o r n o t,  he accep ts  both s id e s  o f  the argument and s im p ly
u n ite s  th e  v i r t u e s  o f  each o f them in  G o rg o n ia 's  ra th e r  u n l ik e ly  person.
. i n  re g a rd  to  the  two d iv is io n s  o f  the  l i f e  o f a l l ,  th a t  is ,  
th e  m a rr ie d  and the  unm arried  s ta te ,  th e  l a t t e r  be ing  h ig h e r 
and more d iv in e  though more d i f f i c u l t  and dangerous, w h ile  the  
fo rm e r i s  more humble and more sa fe , she was a b le  to  a v o id  th e  
d isadvan tages  o f each, and to  s e le c t  and combine a l l  th a t  i s  
b es t in  bo th , namely the  e le v a t io n  o f  th e  one and the  s e c u r ity  
o f  the  o th e r . . .  For t h o u ^  she had e n te re d  upon a c a rn a l 
u n io n , she was n o t th e re fo re  sepa ra ted  from  th e  s p i r i t ,  nor 
because he r husband was h e r head, d id  she ig n o re  he r f i r s t  
Head: b u t, p e rfo rm in g  these  few m in is t r a t io n s  due to  th e  w o rld
and n a tu re , a c c o rd in g  to  th e  w i l l  o f  th e  law  o f  the  f le s h . . . s h e  
consecra ted  h e r s e l f  e n t i r e ly  to  God.
G regory i s  th u s  aware o f  the  d is t in c t io n ;  b u t in  h is  th o u g h t, as in  th a t
o f  G regory o f  Nyssa in  h is  û n  V i r g i n i t y , concepts o f c h a s t i t y  and
v i r g i n i t y  have become more s p i r i t u a l iz e d ,  and le s s  s im p ly  e q u iv a le n ts
f o r  sexua l a b s tin e n c e . For G regory o f  N azianzus, aware o f  the  dangers
in  a s c e tic is m  o f te n d in g  to o  f a r  tcw ards g n o s t ic  d u a lism , i t  i s  n o t th e
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body and i t s  fu n c t io n s  th a t  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  e v i l  b u t ra th e r  th e  ' f le s h ly  
w i l l ' .  Thus he w ishes to  e x tend  the  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  a ' v i r g i n a l '  
l i f e s t y l e  to  those  who rem a in  ' i n  th e  w o r ld ' and p ro je c ts  t h i s
r e c o n c i l ia t io n  o f  th e  m a rr ie d  and th e  ' v i r g i n a l '  l i f e  on to  h is  s is t e r
G orgo n ia ; '[S h e ] p roved  t h a t . . . i t  i s  Mind w h ich  nob ly  p re s id e s  over 
both  w ed lock  and v i r g i n i t y ,  and a rra n ge s  and works upon them as the  raw 
m a te r ia l o f  v i r t u e  under the  m aster-hand o f  re a s o n . ' V i r g in i t y  f o r  him
has become a much more th e o r e t ic a l  q u a l i t y ,  an in n e r  substance  r& th e r
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tha n  an e x te rn a l s ta te ,  e cho ing  Jerome and C hrysos tom 's  ' v i r g i n i t y  o f 
m ind, n o t body ' argument seen in  C hapter two. [3 7 ] G rego ry , however, 
n o t o n ly  take s  th e  id e a  to  i t s  lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n s  b u t, u n iq u e ly ,
r e la te s  i t  to  a s p e c i f ic  exam ple, h is  s is t e r  G orgon ia . H is  p o s i t io n ,
d e r iv e d  more from  p h ilo so p h y  than  a h o m ile t ic  background such as th a t  o f  
Jerome and Chrysostom , i s  th a t  v i r g i n i t y  i s  equated w ith  the  p h ilo s o p h ic  
id e a l o f  ap a th e ia , w ith  th e  lo s s  o f  a l l  f le s h ly  w i l l ,  a l l  su bse rv ience  
to  the  p ass ion s . However, the  unm arried  s ta te  does no t n e c e s s a r ily  
c o n fe r  t h is ,  though i t  i s  more conducive  to  i t ;  and by the  same toke n ,
i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  ach ieve  ap a the ia  w i t h in  th e  m a rr ie d  s ta te ,  though more
d i f f i c u l t  because o f the  d is t r a c t io n s  and concerns o f spouse and
c h ild re n .  But G regory c o n s id e rs  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  l i v e  in  th e  w o rld  'a s
i f  n o t ' ,  p e r fo rm in g  the  d u t ie s  o f n a tu re  but n o t a llo w in g  o n e 's  w i l l  and 
d e s ire  to  s e t t le  th e re ;  such th a t  these  tasks  and concerns do no t become 
ends in  them se lves. T h is  happy e s ta te  he re p re s e n ts  G orgon ia  as h a v in g  
ach ieved , as we have seen; though he i s  f a r  more r e t ic e n t  about th e  
a c tu a l d e ta i ls  o f  her dom estic  l i f e  than  he i s  about h is  m o th e r 's .
N onna 's stance he a ls o  spends tim e  in  ju s t i f y i n g ;  she s p e c i f i c a l l y  
wanted c h i ld r e n  -  'she  was anx ious  to  see a m a n -c h ild  in  th e  house; 
th a t  i s  indeed a w ish  ccmmon to  mary p e o p le ' -  and i t  i s  re p re se n te d  as 
b e in g  a c c e p ta b le  f o r  her to  pray f o r  them, ' im i t a t in g  th e  c ry  o f  th e  
h o ly  A nna '. Even staunch a s c e t ic s  a re  seen to  conn ive  a t  t h i s ;  th e
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h e n n it  H i la r io n  f in d s  n o th in g  wrong in  c u r in g  women o f s t e r i l i t y  -  as 
t o ld  us by Jerome. But Nonna a p p a re n t ly  w ished to  have c h i ld re n  in  
o rd e r to  d e d ic a te  them to  C h r is t .  G regory manages to  p la y  o f f  both  
s id e s  y e t  a g a in  by c la im in g  th a t  her p ro c re a t io n  is  a c tu a l ly  
co n se c ra te d ; by he r own p io us  descen t, and by h a v in g  c h i ld re n  f o r  God, 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  and avow edly. Both  these n o tio n s  a re  t ie d  to g e th e r  when 
G regory ta lk s  o f th e  'n o b le  in h e r ita n c e  o f  f u l f i l l i n g  h e r v o w '. 
G re g o ry 's  fu tu r e  was a c c o rd in g ly  dec ided  from  b i r t h :  'As soon as I  made
my appearance, s tra ig h tw a y  in  the  n o b le s t o f  c o n tra c ts  I  became 
a n o th e r 's . '  [3 9 ]
N one the less , f u l l  m a rriag e  w ith  p ro c re a t io n  in  th e  v iew  o f  
o rth o d o xy  was a c o n s o la t io n  p r iz e  f o r  the  absence o f the  c a p a c ity  to  
c o n ta in  c h a s te ly  -  w h ich  was, a l l  agreed , a g i f t  o f  God. D e s p ite  
G re g o ry 's  f a s t  fo o tw o rk  w ith  th e  im p o s s ib ly  p io us  Nonna, and f o r  a l l  he 
m igh t c la im  her as capab le  o f  th e  h ig h e s t a s c e t ic  e x ig e n c ie s , y e t  'th e r e  
is  a d i f fe r e n c e ',  he a f f i r m s  s o le m n ly ; and as p ro o f o f  he r 
r ig h tm in d e d n e ss , i t  must be shown th a t  she 'had a g re a te r  lo v e  f o r  
v i r g i n i t y '  and was m e re ly  'p a t ie n t  o f  the  m a rriage  bond h e r s e l f ,  ju s t  
as i t  must be shown th a t  G orgon ia  was aware o f  th e  preem inent v i r t u e s  o f 
v i r g i n i t y ,  however im p la u s ib ly  i t  i s  c la im ed th a t  she combined them w ith  
m a rria g e . [4 0 ]
Indeed, i t  i s  ra th e r  im p e r t in e n t o f  G regory to  make th a t c la im  f o r  
G orgon ia , in  the  fa ce  o f  th e  many who accep ted  th e  consequences o f  the  
A p o s tle  P a u l's  o fte n -h e a rd  s ta te m e n t th a t  ' i f  you a re  m a rrie d  you cannot 
p ra y ',  w hich is  why T h e ra s ia . M e lan ia  the  Younger, Amanda, Ga l ia ,  
S e r e n i l la ,  Theodora and A v ita  a l l  op t o u t o f  th e  c a rn a l aspect o f  t h e i r  
m a rria g e s . And in  o p t in g  o u t,  they  ach ieve  new e q u a li ty  o f s ta tu s  w ith  
t h e i r  husbands in  th e  eyes o f  our w r i t e r s :  i n  term s th a t  s p e c i f i c a l l y
r e c a l l  t h a t  'God is  th e  Head o f  man and man o f  woman'. T h e ra s ia  and 
Amanda a re  commended f o r  com bating  'e f fe m in a c y ' in  t h e i r  husbands;
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Theodora, who vowed co n tin e n c e  w ith  her husband L u c in iu s  was 'once a 
woman bu t new a man: once an i n f e r i o r ,  bu t now an e q u a l' ' f o r  the
d if fe re n c e  o f sex, w h ile  e s s e n t ia l to  m arriage  i s  n o t so to  a c o n t in e n t 
t i e ' ;  co n tin e n ce  in  m a rria g e  i s  the  p r é f ig u r a t io n  o f  th a t  tim e  when 
'th e r e  w i l l  be no lo n g e r bond o r f re e ,  Greek o r  b a rb a r ia n , male o r 
fe m a le , a l l  w i l l  be one i n  H im '. [4 1 ]
Among th e  h u m il io r es. however, w ith  c o n s id e ra b ly  le s s  d ru m -b e a tin g
and banner-w av ing , we f in d  an even g re a te r  le v e l o f observance o f  t h is
id e a l -  a f a r  more r o u t in e  a s s im ila t io n  o f  i t  in to  o th e rw is e
in co n sp icu o u s  l i f e s t y l e s .  The Ao_ophthtegmata o f th e  d e s e rt fa th e r s  g ive
many examples o f  humble co up le s  l i v i n g  q u ie t  and unsung l iv e s  o f
co n tin e n ce  and c h a r i t y :  in d e e d , b e ing  m arked ly r e lu c ta n t  to  b reak in t o
i t s  s e re n ity  by sp ea k in g  o f  i t  even a t  the  u rg e n t re q u e s t o f  th e  abbas,
E u c h a r is t ic h o s  'th e  S e c u la r ' m e r its  a p lace  in  th e  A lp h a b e t ic a l
C o lle c t io n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  t h i s  ach ievem ent, which p la ce s  him above the
two abbas who were sen t to  him  by God f o r  in s t r u c t io n .  B esides d iv id in g
a n y th in g  in  th e  way o f p r o f i t  fro m  t h e i r  sm all f lo c k  o f  sheep in t o  th re e
equa l p o r t io n s ,  f o r  th e  poo r, f o r  h o s p i t a l i t y  and f o r  persona l needs,
's in c e  I  m a rrie d  my w ife ,  we have n o t had in te rc o u rs e  w ith  each o th e r ,
f o r  she i s  a v i r g in ;  we each l i v e  a lo n e . A t n ig h t  we wear h a i r - s h i r t s
and our o rd in a ry  c lo th e s  by day. No-one has known o f  t h is  t i l l  now. '
Amoun and h is  w ife  were o f  t h i s  number f o r  e ig h te e n  ye a rs  b e fo re  h is
u lt im a te  r e t r e a t  in to  the  d e s e r t ;  i n i t i a l l y  she re s is te d  com plete
s e p a ra t io n  but f i n a l l y  i t  came a t  her own su g g e s tio n .
The p ra ye rs  o f  Amoun p re v a ile d  and she s a id  to  him a t  
l a s t . . . " I t  i s  ju s t  th a t  we shou ld  l i v e  a p a r t  -  you be ing  a man 
and p r a c t is in g  r ig h te o u s n e s s , and I  a lso  e a g e r ly  fo l lo w in g  the  
same way as you . For i t  i s  absurd  th a t  you shou ld  l i v e  w ith  
me in  c h a s t i ty  and y e t concea l such v i r t u e  as t h i s  o f  y o u r s . "
But he, th a n k in g  God, s a id  t o  h e r :  "Then you keep t h is  house;
b u t I  w i l l  make m yse lf a n o th e r h o u se ," And he went o u t and
s e t t le d  in  th e  in n e r  p a r t  o f  the  mount o f  N i t r i a . . .  He used
to  see th a t  b lessed  la d y  h is  w ife  tw ic e  each y e a r.
Some s e c u la rs  op ted  f o r  t h i s  p o s i t io n  la t e r  on i n  t h e i r  m a rr ie d  l i v e s :
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e ith e r  ta k in g  lo n g e r to  a r r iv e  a t  th e  m o t iv a t io n ,  o r  to  f u l f i l  f a m i l ia l  
o r  lo c a l o b l ig a t io n s  f i r s t .  P aphnu tius was d ire c te d  to  v i s i t  th e  
headman o f  a n e ig h b o u rin g  v i l l a g e ,  who had g iv e n  up co n ju g a l r e la t io n s  
a f t e r  b e g e tt in g  th re e  sons to  h e lp  h im : ' I t  i s  now 30 ye a rs  s in c e  I
sepa ra ted  from  ny w ife .  I  s le p t  w ith  her f o r  o n ly  th re e  y e a rs  and had 
th re e  sons by h e r . ' He a ls o  p ra c t is e d  h o s p i t a l i t y  and c h a r i t y  and was 
consp icuous f o r  h is  u p r ig h t  judgem ents. [4 2 ]
Of perhaps more in t e r e s t ,  because le s s  s u b je c t to  fo rm u la ic  
u tte ra n c e s , however, a re  the  cases o f  those who absorbed th e  p re v a le n t 
a t t i t u d e s  to  the  e x te n t o f  a t te m p t in g  th e  'second degree o f c h a s t i t y '  
bu t whose f a i t h  -  o r in s t r u c t io n  -  was found to  be la c k in g  in  some v i t a l  
re s p e c t. A ugustine  w r i te s  to  a m a trons. E c d ic ia , who to o k  i t  upon 
h e r s e lf  to  a tte m p t to  impose co n tin e n ce  on he r u n w i l l in g  husband; Jerome 
w r i te s  to  a husband, R u s tic u s , in  w ha t, re a d in g  between th e  l in e s ,  was 
p ro ba b ly  a s im i la r  case. T h e ir  a t t i t u d e s  d i f f e r  as one m ig h t expect 
from  these tw o: Jerome w rin g s  h is  hands over R u s tic u s  and begs him to
re c o n s id e r and re p e n t.  He has been a p p lie d  to  by R u s t ic u s ' w ife ,  
A r te m is ia ,  'now no lo n g e r you r w ife  bu t your s is te r  and fe l lo w - s e r v a n t ' 
to  in te rc e d e  and tu r n  R u s tic u s  a g a in  to  v i r t u e ,  a ta s k  a f t e r  Je rom e 's  
h e a r t .  R u s ticu s  and A r te m is ia  had ta ke n  a vow to  l i v e  a p a r t ,  to  'g iv e  
them se lves to  p ra y e r ' ,  but a p p a re n t ly ,  h is  w i l l  had no t been equal to  
h e rs  in  th e  m a tte r and he 'gave way a lto g e th e r ' w h ile  she s tood  f i r m .  
R u s tic u s  had su b s e q u e n tly , when they were about to  be separa ted  by a 
th r e a t  o f  b a rb a r ia n  in v a s io n , vowed an oa th  th a t  i f  A r te m is ia  made her 
way to  th e  H o ly Land, he w ou ld  fo l lo w  her th e re  and do penance; bu t he 
had n o t c a r r ie d  t h i s  o u t ,  which is  th e  o ccas ion  f o r  Je rom e 's  
in te r c e s s io n .  Jerome a cce p ts  A r te m is ia 's  v iew  o f  the  a f f a i r  and a b ju re s  
R u s tic u s  to  f u l f i l  h is  vow and ' im i t a t e  her whose tea ch e r you ough t to  
have been. For shame I The weaker ve sse l overcomes the  w o rld  and y e t 
th e  s tro n g e r i s  overcome by i t  I' [4 3 ]
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C e r ta in ly ,  t h i s  i s  an a rea  in  w hich women seem to  have l i t t l e  
d i f f i c u l t y  in  b e o m in g  the  s tro n g e r  v e s s e l:  c o n tra ry  to  the  e xp e rie n ce
o f  th e  d e s e rt,  in  W estern a r is t o c r a t i c  examples we know o f i t  seems to  
be more the  r u le  f o r  th e  w ife  to  ta ke  the  i n i t i a t i v e .  A lin e  R o u sse lle  
s p e c u la te s  th a t  T h e ra s ia  may have been th e  m o t iv a to r  tow ards co n tin e n ce  
w ith  P a u lin u s ; c e r t a in ly  Auson ius re fe r re d  to  he r as T a n a q u il -  the  name 
o f  T a rq u in ’ s w ife  who persuaded him to  leave  h is  n a t iv e  town and take  
Rome.
Of these cases th a t  we have in  d e ta i l ,  th e  case o f  E c d ic ia  and her 
(unnamed) husband d i r e c t l y  echoes th a t  o f  A r te m is ia  and R u s tic u s . 
A u g u s t in e 's  response, however, i s  s ig n a l ly  d i f f e r e n t ,  and c o n s id e ra b ly  
more deve loped. The im pu lse  tow ards co n tin e n ce  was E c d ic ia 's ;  h e r 
husband was a p p a re n tly  r e lu c ta n t ly  persuaded, and subsequen tly  purchased 
c o n s o la t io n  e lsew here . A t the  tim e o f a p p ly in g  to  A u g u s tin e , they seem 
to  have been l i v i n g  a p a r t  and E c d ic ia  was deny ing  her husband access to  
t h e i r  son, A ugus tine  ta ke s  a f i r m  l in e :  f a r  frcan adm onish ing  her
husband f o r  b a c k s l id in g ,  he ta ke s  th e  stance th a t  th e  ru p tu re  -  and th e
s in  -  a re  w h o lly  E c d ic ia 's  f a u l t ,  and som eth ing  f o r  w hich she must
e xp ress  a p rope r repen tance .
I  am e x tre m e ly  g r ie v e d  th a t  you dec ided  to  behave tow ards 
you r husband in  such a way th a t  the  e d i f ic e  o f co n tin e n ce , 
which had begun to  be ra is e d  in  him , shou ld  have sunk in to  th e  
w re tched  r u in  o f a d u lte ry  by h is  s l ip p in g  from  p e rs e v e ra n c e ...
T h is  g re a t e v i l  o ccu rre d  when you d id  no t t r e a t  him w ith  the  
m o d e ra tio n  you o u g h t, c o n s id e r in g  h is  s ta te  o f  m in d . . .  I  know 
you u nd e rtoo k  th e  c o n t in e n t s ta te  when he had no t y e t  g iv e n  
h is  a sse n t, and such an u n d e rta k in g  is  n o t in  accordance w ith  
sober te a c h in g . For he ought n o t to  have been cheated o f  the  
debt o f  yo u r body b e fo re  yo u r w i l l s  were jo in e d  in  th a t  good 
th a t  surpasses m a r i ta l  c h a s t i t y . . . even i f  he had wanted to  be
c o n t in e n t and you had n o t ,  he would have been com pelled  to  pay
you th e  m a r ita l d e b t. God w ould  have im puted co n tin e nce  to
him i f  he, ta k in g  accoun t o f  yo u r weakness, n o t h is  own, d id
n o t deny you m a r i ta l  in te rc o u rs e ,  le s t  you f a l l  in to  th e  
damnable s in  o f a d u lte ry .  How much more s u ita b le  i t  would  
have been f o r  you, to  whom s u b je c t io n  i s  more p ro p e r, to  
comply w ith  h is  w is h  in  p a y in g  the  debt in  t h i s  w a y .. .s o  th a t  
you r husband d id  n o t p e r is h ?
T h is  is  a thane A ug u s tine  f e l t  needed r e in fo r c in g :  th e  v iew  o f  women
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such as E c d ic ia  may have been provoked by, and c e r ta in ly  found 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n  in  c o n te n t io u s  ideas  p u t around by P o l le n t iu s ,  w ith  whom 
A ugustine  to o k  is s u e  in  Jle A d u l t e r in la  Conju g i i s . th a t  'th e  s e p a ra tio n  
o f  spouses is  a d m is s ib le  no t o n ly  when th e re  has been a d u lte ry  on th e  
p a r t  o f  one o f  the  p a r tn e rs , bu t a ls o  where th e re  i s  in c o m p a t ib i l i t y  o r 
i f  r e je c t io n  o f  th e  c o n ju g a l a c t makes i t  to o  d i f f i c u l t  to  l i v e  
t o g e th e r '.  In  a d d it io n  to  c o n ju g a l d iso b e d ie n ce , however, E c d ic ia  had 
s t i l l  f u r th e r  p rovoked he r husband by u n i la t e r a l l y  m aking th e  d e c is io n  
f o r  o th e r observances o f a s c e t ic is m , to  w i t  g iv in g  away p ro p e rty  and 
money and w e a rin g  mean a t t i r e .  The whole a l ie n  s c e n a rio  must have 
in f lu e n c e d  he r husband 's  f a l l  from  g race , and A ug u s tine  ro u n d ly  rebukes 
her f o r  th e  w h o le : s in c e  her husband had conceded in  th e  most im p o rta n t
m a tte r o f  c h a s t i t y ,  she shou ld  n o t have f u r t h e r  provoked h im . 'You 
ought to  have y ie ld e d  to  him in  yo u r dom estic  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  g re a t 
h u m il i t y  and obed ience , s in ce  he had so s c ru p u lo u s ly  conceded to  you in  
an im p o rta n t m a t te r . . .  You ough t to  have c o n s u lte d  w ith  your husband, 
who was a b e l ie v e r . ' [4 4 ]
The c o n tra s t  w ith  Jerome co u ld  n o t be more s t r i k in g .  There i s  none 
o f  the  p re d ic ta b le  b re a s t-b e a t in g  over the  more o bv iou s  s in n e r ,  he who 
has com m itted f o r n ic a t io n  and a d u lte r y :  th e  s in  i s  a t  th e  fe e t  o f  the
person who occas ioned  i t ,  however o v e r t ly  b lam e less o th e rw is e . T h is  i s  
in te r e s t in g  in  th e  l i g h t  o f  the  a d m ir in g  way in  w h ich  John C assian t e l l s  
us o f  Abba Theonas' com plete  d is re g a rd  o f the  same re a so n in g , used on 
him  by h is  w ife .  When he proposed a l i f e  o f  co n tin e n ce  to  h is  w ife ,  she 
re fu s e d  i t ,  a rg u in g  th a t  ' i n  th e  f lo w e r  o f h e r yo u th  she co u ld  no t do 
w ith o u t her husband. I f ,  as a r e s u l t  o f h is  abandoning he r, she f e l l  
in to  bad ways, i t  would be h is  f a u l t  f o r  b re a k in g  h is  m a rriag e  vo w s '. 
H ea ring  t h is ,  he co n s id e re d  her a seduc tress  and h im s e lf  q u i te  j u s t i f i e d  
in  le a v in g  h e r. P aphnu tius  a ls o  encouraged a fo rm e r d is c ip le ,  who had 
l e f t  the  coenobium to  m a rry , to  d e s e rt h is  w ife  in  o rd e r to  r e tu r n  to
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r ig h te o u s n e s s . I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  escape the  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  the
d if fe re n c e  in  tre a tm e n t i s  due to  the  sex o f  the  person a tte m p tin g  to  
impose co n tin e n c y  in  each case. For A ug u s tine , however, E c d ic ia , as a
w ife  and as a b e l ie v e r ,  even though in  t h i s  she f e l t  him to  be in  th e
wrong, shou ld  have dem onstra ted  p rope r s u b je c t io n  to  her husband: bu t
even i f  the  case had been the  o th e r  way round , A ug u s tine  is  c a re fu l to  
emphasize th a t  in  t h is  p ra c t ic e ,  the  d e c is io n  must be e q u a lly  a r r iv e d  a t  
by both  p a r tn e rs , o r  no t take  p lace  a t  a l l .  John Chrysostom was 
s im i la r ly  o b lig e d  to  preach co n ju g a l d u ty  to  w ive s  whom he co ns ide re d  
're s p o n s ib le  f o r  t h e i r  husbands' m isdem eanours' and rep roved  spouses who 
had adopted c o n tin e n ce  w ith o u t  th e  agreement o f  t h e i r  p a r tn e rs . He a ls o  
conc ludes th a t  'th e  r e s u l t  o f t h i s  i s  a d u lte ry ,  f o r n ic a t io n  and dom estic  
s t r i f e '  -  and y e t  'many women do t h i s ' .  For A ug u s tine  and Chrysostom , 
a t  le a s t ,  th e  e q u a l i t y  incum bent in  t h i s  c r u c ia l  d e c is io n  a r is e s  
lo g ic a l l y  o u t o f  p a t r i s t i c  th e o lo g y : n e ith e r  p a r tn e r  must b a c k s lid e ,
hence both must be f i t  f o r  i t ,  and consen t. B e tte r  th a t  both rem ain  in  
the  lo w e r degree o f  v i r t u e  than  th a t  one a ch ieve  th e  h e ig h ts  w h ile  the  
o th e r s l id e  to  d e s t ru c t io n  -  b u t the  s tre s s  the y  p lace  on th is ,  and th e  
h e c to r in g  tone the y  assume may be th e  r e s u l t  o f  be ing  fa ce d  w ith
a p p ly in g  i t  in  these  cases to  p e t t ic o a t  r e b e l l io n .  In  p ra c t ic e ,  as
R u s tic u s  and Theonas' w ife  fou n d , the  d e c is io n  la y  w ith  the  more 
dom inant p a r tn e r -  and even i f  imposed on a r e lu c ta n t  spouse, in  both
these cases th e re  a re  those  who w i l l  p ra is e  i t .  [4 5 ]
A ugus tine  re tu rn e d  to  th e  theme in  h is  l e t t e r  to  B o n ifa c e , Count o f
A f r ic a ,  e x p re s s in g  d is i l lu s io n m e n t  a t  the  gap between h is  e xp re ss io n s  o f 
in te n t  and h is  a c t io n s .  A f te r  th e  death  o f  h is  f i r s t  w ife ,  a devout 
C a th o lic ,  and a l in e  o f com m unication between A ugus tine  and th e  Count, 
B on ifa ce  had vowed to  rem ain  c h a s te ; b u t, f a l l i n g  o u t o f A u g u s tin e 's
o r b i t ,  h is  d e te rm in a t io n  had dropped away and he had re m a rr ie d , and to  
add in s u l t  to  in ju r y ,  th e  new w ife  was an A r ia n . A u g u s tin e , se e ing  h is
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i n f lu e n t ia l  p ro tege  d r i f t i n g  in e x o ra b ly  away from  him, sen t him one 
la s t ,  r a th e r  f o r lo r n  l e t t e r  o f  adm onishment: s in c e  he has s inned in
vow ing c h a s t i t y  and re m a rry in g , he shou ld , i f  p o s s ib le , persuade h is  
w ife  to  agree to  a vow o f  c o n tin e n c e , th a t  w hat was vowed to  God m ig h t 
be r i g h t f u l l y  re tu rn e d  to  Him. However, ' I  am p reven ted  from  e x h o r t in g  
you to  th a t  mode o f  l i f e  by yo u r h a v in g  a w ife ,  s in ce  w ith o u t he r 
consent i t  i s  n o t la w fu l f o r  you to  l i v e  under a vow o f c o n tin e n c e ' -  
and th is  d e s p ite  th e  w i f e 's  be ing  a desp ised  h e r e t ic .  The aspect o f  the  
im po rtance  o f  in d iv id u a l  ch o ice , even f o r  m a rr ie d  women, and g i r l s  _in 
t u t  e l a who a re  no t accustomed to  e x e rc is e  i t ,  in  W estern eyes i s  more 
im p o rta n t than  ever b e fo re . [4 6 ]
The C h r is t ia n  M atrona in  in t e r a c t io n  w ith  th e  next g e n e ra tio n
The e x e rc is e  o f  g re a te r  in f lu e n c e  in  t h e i r  m a r ita l r e la t io n s  must 
have been o f  no sm a ll im portance  to  those  C h r is t ia n  w ives who d id  have 
c h ild re n .  Because o f  t h e i r  p o s i t io n  in  Roman law , as e s s e n t ia l ly  
o u ts id e  t h e i r  husband 's  fa m ily ,  c o n s t i t u t in g  in  some s o r t  t h e i r  own
in d iv id u a l fa m ily  u n i t ;  and because o f  the  comprehensive n a tu re  o f  
p a t r ia  ^ o te s ta s ,  Roman women were a t  a c o n s id e ra b le  le g a l d isadvantage  
in  t h e i r  r e la t io n s  w ith  t h e i r  c h ild re n .  Jane Gardner has r i g h t l y  
p o in te d  o u t th a t  where j;m ± ria  po te s ta e  in c lu d e d  custody o f and
d is c ip l in a r y  powers o ve r the  c h i ld  concerned, ow nersh ip  o f  the  c h i ld 's  
p ro p e rty  and u lt im a te  r ig h t  o f  d e c is io n  on e d u c a tio n , m arriage  and
d o m ic ile  o f th e  c h i ld ,  and where in  th e  case o f  d isagreem ents between 
the  p a re n ts  co n ce rn in g  the  c h i ld 's  w e lfa re  th e  m o th e r 's  w ishes c a r r ie d  
no le g a l w e i j^ t ,  th e  e x te n t o f  th e  m o th e r 's  in f lu e n c e  on the  c h i ld  was 
decided by her r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  he r husband. [4 7 ]  In  t h is  re s p e c t, as 
we have seen, C h r is t ia n  w ives were b e g in n in g  to  have some advantage over 
t h e i r  pagan c o u n te rp a r ts .  I t  rem ains to  be seen to  what e x te n t the y  
used t h e i r  in c re a s in g  c e n t r a l i t y  in  th e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  C h r is t ia n  
p e rc e p tio n  o f  th e  fa m ily  to  in f lu e n c e  t h e i r  c h i ld re n  a c c o rd in g  to  th e
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l i g h t s  o f  t h e i r  p ie ty ;  and in  what o th e r  re s p e c ts  t h e i r  r e la t io n s  w ith  
t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  d i f fe r e d  fro m  t h e i r  c o u n te rp a r ts  o f  a c e n tu ry  o r two 
e a r l i e r ,  and what d i f f e r e n t  tre n d s  in  m a te rna l th o u g h t we can see th a t  
a re  s p e c i f i c a l l y  C h r is t ia n  in  o r ig in .
In  some q u i te  s u r p r is in g  cases, th e re  i s  l i t t l e  obvious change: 
some show s ig n s  o f  re g a rd in g  t h e i r  C h r is t ia n  o b l ig a t io n s  -  however 
p re s s in g  on them f o r  pe rsona l s a c r i f ic e  -  as be ing  a p a r t  from  t h e i r  
fa m ily  o b l ig a t io n s .  Matronae such as P aula  and A lb in a , consp icuous f o r  
pe rsona l d e v o tio n , u l t im a te ly  to  the  e x te n t  o f extrem e a s c e t ic  
observance, y e t  produced sons, T o x o tiu s  and V o lu s ia n u s , who grew up in  
im peccable paganism in  the  best t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e i r  gens. F u r th e r ,  th e  
behav iou r o f B le s i l l a  im m e d ia te ly  a f t e r  her widowhood suggests a c e r ta in  
amount o f  l ic e n c e  from  the  in f lu e n c e  o f  he r a u s te re  m other, b e fo re  
i l l n e s s  le d  her in to  a r e v is io n  o f  her l i f e s t y l e .  T h is  may aga in  say 
more abou t th e  a lto g e th e r  d i f f e r e n t  le v e l o f p ressu res  on women in  th e  
c a p i ta l ,  and o u t o f th e  to p  draw er o f  s o c ie ty .  N e ve rthe le ss , T o x o tiu s  
and V o lu s ia n u s  a re  s u b je c t  to  in d i r e c t  p re ssu re  a r r iv in g  because o f  
t h e i r  m o the rs : bo th  a re  ta r g e t te d  by t h e i r  m o th e rs ' re s p e c t iv e  m en to rs ,
Jerome and A ug u s tine , u s in g  the  pe rsona l c o n n e c tio n  to  t r y  f o r  an 
i l l u s t r i o u s  co n ve rs io n , w ith  o r w ith o u t th e  connivence o f t h e i r  m others 
we do n o t know. A l l  th a t  i s  c e r ta in  i s  th a t  these  women l e f t  beh ind
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sons in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  mode, im p ly in g  e i t h e r  th a t  the  p ious woman's j 
in f lu e n c e  f a i le d ,  perhaps in  the  case o f h e r husband, perhaps o f h e r 
son; o r th a t  she, as w e ll  as th e y , s t i l l  saw o th e r concerns as 
p reem inent in  the  case o f  those  who were to  c a r ry  on the  gens. I
O the rs  show in d ic a t io n s  th a t  a c e r ta in ty  in  m oral d i r e c t io n  is  n o t i 
backed up by c e r ta in ty  in  p r a c t ic a l  a p p l ic a t io n .  For i t  is  c le a r  th a t  
f o r  some, th e  d u t ie s  o f the  Roman fa m ily  no lo n g e r s ta r te d  and ended jI
w ith  th e  gens; th a t  one o f  th e  m a te rna l d u t ie s  was now p e rce ive d  to  be 
an in c u lc a t io n  o f the  sense o f  o b l ig a t io n s  ow ing to  the  nex t w o r ld ;  b u t
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th a t  th e re  was c o n fu s io n  ove r hew f a r  t h is  meant r e je c t in g  th e  
p a ra p h e rn a lia  o f  th e  p re se n t one. F u r th e r ,  t h i s  a m b ig u ity  was be ing  
t ra n s m it te d  to  the  n e x t g e n e ra tio n , th rough  u n c e r ta in ty  ove r the  
p re c e p ts  to  be fo llo w e d  in  t h e i r  t r a in in g .  The s ig n a ls  th a t  A ug u s tine  
re c e iv e d  as a c h i ld  were e v id e n t ly  c o n fu s in g  to  the grow ing  boy : w h ile
h is  m other c le a r ly  w ished him to  be in  good s ta n d in g  in  th e  eyes o f  the  
church , she was s t i l l  a m b it io u s  f o r  h is  fu tu r e .  She, as w e ll  as 
P a t r ic iu s ,  was f u l l  o f th e  need f o r  a good c la s s ic a l  e d u ca tio n  f o r  her 
boy, though in  he r case A ug u s tine  does a t t r ib u t e  he r w ith  the  th o u g h t 
th a t  i t  w ou ld  h e lp  him tow ards God. N onethe less, he blamed them e q u a lly  
f o r  som eth ing  th a t  he sees as a r e ta r d in g  fa c to r  in  h is  jo u rn e y  tow ards
God: because 'b o th  my p a re n ts  were undu ly  eager f o r  me to  le a r n ' ,  th e
young A ug u s tine  im b ibed  what he la t e r  regarded  as the  wrong p r i o r i t i e s  -  
' t h e i r  o n ly  concern  was th a t  I  sh ou ld  le a rn  how to  make a good speech 
and persuade o th e rs  by my w o rd s '.  I t  i s  n o t the  u s e fu ln e s s  o f  t h is  
t r a in in g  th a t  A ugus tine  i s  q u e ry in g  -  i t  would s tand  him in  good s tead  
in  la t e r  l i f e  -  bu t the  emphasis p laced  on i t  as an end in  i t s e l f ,  even 
by th e  m other who 'd id  a l l  she co u ld  to  see th a t  you, my God, shou ld  be 
a fa th e r  to  m e ', and by whcxa in  t h is  re s p e c t he fe e ls  the  more l e t  down. 
For how co u ld  she, he b i t t e r l y  asks, a tta c h  v a lu e  to  'a  t r a in in g  w hich 
ta u g h t me to  have a h o r ro r  o f  f a u l t y  gram m ar', i n  w h ich  'a  man. . .g iv e s  
g re a te r  scandal i f  he breaks th e  ru le s  o f  p ro n u n c ia t io n  by d ro p p in g  th e  
a i t c h  fro m  'human b e in g ' than  i f  he b reaks Your ru le s  and ha tes  a n o th e r
human b e in g '?  As a catechumen ' I  had been t o ld  o f  th e  e te rn a l l i f e
prom ised to  us by Our L o rd , who humbled h im s e lf  and came down amongst us 
proud s in n e r s ' ;  as a schoo lboy 'th e  t r a d i t io n a l  e d u c a tio n  ta u g h t me th a t  
J u p i te r  pun ishes  th e  w icked  w ith  h is  th u n d e rb o lts  and y e t commits 
a d u lte ry  h im s e l f .  He agrees th e  n e c e s s ity  o f  le a rn in g  o n e 's  l e t t e r s  
bu t d e p lo re s  the  use made o f  them: 'th e  w o rd s . . .a re  l i k e  ch o ice  and
c o s t ly  g la s s e s , bu t they c o n ta in  th e  w ine o f  e r r o r ' ,  and ' i f  we re fu s e d  
to  d r in k ,  we were beaten f o r  i t ' ;  som eth ing  he re g a rd s  as c u lp a b le , 'th e
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m is ta k e n  id e a s  o f  those  who in s is te d  on m aking me s tu d y ',  p a r t i c u la r l y  
in  M onica. He im p lie s ,  i n  s h o r t ,  th a t  w h ile  she was w eeping, p ra y in g , 
and se ek ing  o u t th e  a d v ic e  o f  b ishops on h is  b e h a lf ,  he r re s p e c t f o r  th e  
o ld - s t y le  n o tio n s  o f  e d u c a tio n  was a c t in g  a g a in s t her cwn ends: th e
young A u g u s t in e 's  ready i n t e l l e c t  had q u ic k ly  absorbed the  le s s o n  th a t  
to  t e l l  a l i e  more e lo q u e n t ly  th a n  th e  next boy was to  g a in  more m e r it  
than  to  t e l l  the  t r u t h  -  a ha rd  le s s o n  to  u n le a rn . The u p r ig h t  s e rv a n t 
o f  God dbe may have been, b u t more than  once in  th e  C on fess ions  we g e t a 
s tro n g  sense from  her son th a t  M o n ic a 's  ye a rs  o f  te a rs  f o r  A u g u s tin e , 
th a t  he c a l ls  th e  'le g a c y  o f  E ve ' were o f he r own m aking. [4 8 ]
T h is  i s  an am biva lence p e rc e iv e d  by o th e rs , e v id e n t ly .  Je rom e 's  
c ry  o f  'Non C h r is t ia n a s  sum, sed C ic e ro n ia n u s ' is  a p ro te s t  a g a in s t the  
unconsc ious  assum ptions th a t  were re c e iv e d  w ith  a t r a d i t i o n a l  pagan 
e d u c a tio n : o f  u l t im a te ly  p u t t in g  th e  t r a in in g  in  w h ich  the y  f ig u r e  to
use in  th e  s e c u la r ,  s e lf-c o n c e rn e d  w o r ld  i t  had e vo lved  to  se rve . T h is  
m o t iv a t io n  th e  young A ug u s tine  a s s im ila te d  r e a d i ly ,  to o  r e a d i ly  f o r  a t  
le a s t  one o f  th e  p a re n ts  who had a n x io u s ly  pushed him in  th e  way o f i t  ; 
sm a ll wonder he com pla ined o f confused s ig n a ls .
G regory o f N azianzus was a ls o  much concerned over th e  te n s io n  
between C h r is t ia n  b e l ie f  and c la s s ic a l c u l t u r e ;  i t  i s  an is s u e  th a t  he 
c o n s id e rs  much in  h is  w r i t in g s ,  though from  a more a p o lo g e t ic  s ta n d p o in t 
th a n  A u g u s tin e . I t  i s  som eth ing  he t r e a ts  o f in  h is  w orks on h is  
fa m i ly ;  bu t as usua l in  th e  in t im a te  sphere, he i s  anx ious to  g lo s s  ove r 
som eth ing  id e n t i f ie d  in  advance as an issu e  o f concern . Nonna, ju s t  as 
she never touched th e  person  o f  any heathen women, would have no t r u c k  
w ith  'G re c ia n  ta le s  o r t h e a t r ic a l  songs, on the  ground th a t  what i s  
unh o ly  is  unbecoming to  h o ly  t h in g s ' ;  bu t G regory is  le s s  s t r id e n t ly  
honest than  A ug u s tine  abou t h is  own t r a in in g  and c o n f l i c t  o f  in te r e s ts .  
I f  Nonna h e ld  t h i s  v iew  so a b s o lu te ly ,  and i f  she had had th e  in f lu e n c e  
in  th e  household  th a t  G regory re p re s e n ts  he r as h a v in g , the  c o r o l la r y
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w ould  lo g ic a l l y  be th a t  he r c h i ld re n  would be educated away from  the  
c o n ta m in a tio n  o f  pagan c u l t u r a l  n o t io n s ; bu t th e re  is  l i t t l e  in  th e  
o u t l in e  o f  G re g o ry 's  e d u c a tio n  and a s p ira t io n s  to  suggest th a t  she h e ld  
t h i s  v iew  in  f a c t .  H is  t u t o r ,  C a r te r iu s ,  su bsequen tly  became a monk, 
which suggests  an e a r ly  pedagogic in f lu e n c e  more in  harmony w ith  
m a te rna l p re c e p ts  th a n  was to  be found in  A u g u s t in e 's  sm a ll town 
sch o o lm a s te rs : b u t in  h is  subsequent, ca ree r a t  A thens, and in  h is
r h e to r ic a l  a s p ira t io n s  G regory was s im p ly  fo l lo w in g  th e  common run  o f  
c la s s ic a l e d u c a tio n , though h is  a u to b io g ra p h ic a l w r i t in g s  h ig h l ig h t  h is  
y o u th fu l s t ru g g le  between th e  l i f e  o f  the  r h e to r ic ia n  and th e  l i f e  o f 
the  C h r is t ia n  c o n te m p la tiv e . U lt im a te ly ,  though he had ta u g h t r h e to r ic  
b r i e f l y ,  as had h is  f r ie n d  and fe l lo w -s tu d e n t  a t  A thens, B a s il o f 
Caesarea, he came to  co n s id e r th e  r h e to r ic ia n 's  a r t  in c o m p a tib le  w ith  a 
s e r io u s  C h r is t ia n  v o c a t io n ;  b u t s t i l l  h is  w r i t in g s ,  in  th e  s t r u c tu re  o f 
h is  language, h is  s t y l i s t i c  d e v ices  and h is  developm ent o f  id e as , 
in d ic a te  th a t  he was th o ro u g h ly  imbued w ith  contem porary s o p h is t ic  
c u l tu r e .  'R h e to r ic  form ed h is  e d u c a tio n , moulded h is  l i t e r a r y  s ty le ,  
and gave him o r a to r ic a l  to o ls  to  f i g h t  h is  enemies, p ra is e  h is  f r ie n d s ,  
and enhance h is  d a i ly  co rrespondence . ' [4 9 ]  L a te r  on, however, he
e xpe rie n ced  th e  need to  j u s t i f y  h is  s t y le  o f e d u c a tio n  and h is  
p re fe re n c e  f o r  the  c la s s ic a l p h ilo so p h y  and p o e try  a g a in s t the  a tta c k s  
o f  more s t r in g e n t  C h r is t ia n  c r i t i c s ;  and though h is  a t t i t u d e  is  le s s  
condemnatory o f the  m a te r ia ls  o f  the  c la s s ic a l e d u c a tio n  than  A ug u s tine , 
i t  i s  a t  best a m b iva le n t about th e  e f fe c t  o f  pagan c u ltu r e  on C h r is t ia n  
y o u th . [5 0 ]
In  t h is  re s p e c t, m atronae o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  fa m i l ie s  se t a l i m i t  to  
t h e i r  in c re a se d  in f lu e n c e  in  the  fa m ily  c i r c le .  In  th e  h ig h e r e che lons , 
t h e i r  sons seem to  be, w h o lly  o r p a r t ly ,  exempt from  any p r o s e ly t iz in g  
n o t io n s  o f t h e i r  m o the rs , as the  daugh te rs  were n o t :  Paula and A lb in a
b rough t up pagan sons. Where the y  do succeed in  d ra w in g  t h e i r  sons away
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from the preferred relig ion of the paternal gena» this influencing 
c o n fin e s  i t s e l f  e n t i r e ly  t o  th e  p e rson a l sphere , th e  im m ediate concern  
o f  th e  s o u l ’ s w e ll- b e in g ;  th e y  seem n o t to  have re co gn ize d  -  o r  a t  
le a s t  n o t t r ie d  t o  re d re s s  -  th e  p o la r i t y  between th e  dom estic  and th e  
d id a c t ic  c o n d it io n in g ,  Monica s tro v e  f o r  th e  C h r is t ia n i t y  o f  h e r son, 
and y e t  w ished him  permeated w ith  a "good g round ing  in  th e  c la s s ic s " ,  as 
was p ro pe r f o r  a m id d le -c la s s  p r o v in c ia l  la d  w ith  h is  way in  th e  w o rld  
to  make, Nonna’ s o s te n ta t io u s  eschewing o f  pagan c u ltu r e  p ro ba b ly  was 
e n t i r e ly  p e rs o n a l, as was p ro p e r f o r  th e  women o f  th e  new ly consc ious 
C h r is t ia n  househo lds; even th e  most s p i r i t u a l  o f  them seem to  have had 
few n o t io n s  o f  d i r e c t in g  th e  t r a in in g  o f  t h e i r  sons in t o  pa ths  more in  
keep ing  w ith  C h r is t ia n  c u l t u r a l  n o t io n s .  Hence th e  dilemma p e rce ive d  by 
A u g u s tin e , Jerome and G rego ry , o f  th e  a c tu a l p a in  and shame a ffo rd e d  
them in  f in d in g  t h e i r  h o ly  w r i t in g s ,  o f  such immense s p i r i t u a l  v a lu e , 
couched in  such b a s ic  and p r im i t iv e  language ; o f  se e ing  them d e rid e d  by 
educated pagans, and e x p e r ie n c in g  a sneaking  sense o f  communion w ith  
t h i s  d e r is io n ,  as t h e i r  own e d u c a tio n  had t ra in e d  them to  do ; and o f  a 
g u i l t y  p re fe re n ce  f o r  re a d in g  C ic e ro  and V i r g i l  -  and f u r t i v e l y  
re p ro d u c in g  t h e i r  'h a ll-m a rk e d , marmoreal ph rases ' in  w r i t in g s  devoted 
to  C h r is t ia n  ends; f o r  these  were th e  tag s  and a l lu s io n s  w h ich  denoted 
an educated man th e  le n g th  and b re ad th  o f  th e  c iv i l i s e d  w o r ld .
B u t i f  n o t a t ta c h in g  enough s ig n if ic a n c e  to  th e  c u l t u r a l  
c o n d it io n in g  o f  t h e i r  o f f s p r in g ,  the se  m others s t i l l  express n o tio n s  
w h ich  would  seem dangerous ly  a n t i - f a m i l i a l  to  o p in io n s  in fo rm e d  by m)8 
a a jo ru m ; in  th e  p e rs o n a l, i f  n o t th e  e d u c a tio n a l sphere , th e  id e a  o f 
'p u t t in g  God b e fo re  th e  c h i ld r e n ’ becomes a w e l l - a i r e d  p a t r i s t i c  n o t io n .  
M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r  and Paula a re  e x c e l le n t  cases in  p o in t .  Though they  
l e f t  beh ind f a i r l y  c a re fu l p ro v is io n  f o r  t h e i r  dese rte d  o f fs p r in g  -  and 
Jerome in  p a r t ic u la r  i s  capab le  o f  e xa g g e ra tin g  th e  im p u ls iv e  h as te  o f  
t h e i r  f l i g h t s  fro m  t h e i r  w o r ld ,  such as to  im p ly  th a t  th e y  d id  n o t even
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ta ke  t h is  much th o u g h t f o r  t h e i r  f a m i l ie s  -  the y  d id  n o t in  th e  le a s t  
c o n s id e r them se lves o b lig e d  to  be h e ld  back by them. In  t h i s  re s p e c t, 
Je rom e 's  n a r r a t iv e  w ith  re g a rd  to  Paula touches on, and v a u n ts , e x a c t ly  
those  a spe c ts  -  o f  th e  d u ty  o f  the  C h r is t ia n  n e g a tin g  th a t  o f  th e  mother 
-  th a t  would  be se ize d  on f o r  t h e i r  shock va lu e  by opponen ts . Her own 
pe rsona l devout ness n o tw ith s ta n d in g ,  Paula was n e g le c t in g  her m a te rna l 
o b l ig a t io n s  in  n o t s ta y in g  to  see T o x o tiu s  in to  m a tu r ity  and R u fin a  in t o  
m a rriage  as re p o r te d ly  they  begged her w ith  te a rs  to  do; no r was ta k in g  
the  y o u th fu l Eustoch ium  w ith  he r co ns ide re d  a p a l l i a t i n g  fa c to r  by those  
o f  such o p in io n s  as P ra e te x ta ta , who though t the  l i t t l e  g i r l  ough t to  
have been o ffe re d  a t  le a s t  th e  chance o f se e ing  the  k in d  o f  l i f e  g i r l s  
o f  her s ta t io n  were n o rm a lly  le a d in g . G regory o f  N azianzus a ls o  
a t t r ib u te d  the  n o t io n  o f  'God b e fo re  the  c h i ld r e n ' ,  w ith  the  custom ary 
la v is h  p ra is e ,  to  h is  own m o the r, th a t  model f o r  C h r is t ia n  m atronae. 
For once, th e  w ife  i s  p resen ted  as be ing  a t  one w ith  her spouse on t h is  
p o in t :  'L o v e rs  o f  t h e i r  c h i ld re n  and o f  C h r is t  as the y  both  were, what
i s  most e x tra o rd in a ry ,  the y  were f a r  g re a te r  lo v e rs  o f  C h r is t  th a n  o f  
t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ' says G regory fo n d ly ,  ' t h e i r  one measure o f b lessedness 
in  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  was t h e i r  v i r t u e  and c lo se  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  the  c h ie f  
G oo d .' M onica, though never p resen ted  as espous ing  t h i s  v ie w , when 
pushed e x h ib i t s  i t  in  p ra c t ic e  in  fo r b id d in g  A ug u s tine  her house w h ile  
he is  a p r a c t is in g  M anichee. [5 1 ]
Not th a t  a l l  C h r is t ia n  m atronae saw such extrem es as th e  p rope r end 
o f  C h r is t ia n  m otherhood: many p e r fe c t ly  devout m atrons were n e ith e r
com m itted to  a b s o lu tis m  them se lves no r c o n se n tin g  to  such ex trem a d.uri,s 
on th e  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n .  A lb in a , m other o f  M e la n ia  the  Younger, 
though h e r s e l f  ' s a i n t l y '  by G e ro n t iu s ' s tan d a rds , p re s e n ts  the  case f o r  
m oderate and b e w ild e re d , i f  devou t, C h r is t ia n  pa ren thood . Though 
acoompaixying M e lan ia  in  he r chosen l i f e s t y l e ,  A lb in a  f r e q u e n t ly  
d isa g re e d  w ith  he r daugh te r on th e  p r a c t i c a l i t i e s  o f  i t s  observance.
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1p a r t i c u la r ly  as to  f a s t in g  and hours o f p ra ye r and la b o u r ,  and was J
•Ig e n u in e ly  to rm en ted  by the  s p e c ta c le  o f  the  extrem es o f  s e lf - im m o la t io n  -j
JM elan ia  put h e r s e l f  th ro u g h . j
Em bracing h e r , her m other w ould  say, c ry in g  b i t t e r l y ,  " I  have |
f a i t h  th a t  I  to o  share  yo u r s u f fe r in g s ,  d a u g h te r; f o r  i f  
the  m other o f  th e  seven Maccabees possessed w ith  them e te rn a l |
jo y  f o r  h a v in g  w itn e sse d  the  to rm en ts  o f he r sons in  a s in g le  I
hou r, how much more w i l l  i t  n o t be g ran ted  to  me, who every  J
day s u f fe r  more to rm e n ts  than  she see ing  you th u s  w a s tin g  away |
w ith o u t g ra n t in g  y o u r s e l f  any r e s p ite  in  such la b o u rs . j
■jThough devout h e r s e l f ,  she d id  n o t f in d  such extrem es f i t t i n g  o r j
jnecessary. |I
There a re  a ls o  v a r io u s  exam ples among th e  d e s e rt co e n o b ite s  o f  1
m others o f a s im i la r ly  uncom prehending fram e o f  m ind be ing  re p re se n te d  g
as crosses f o r  monks to  bea r. The renowned a s c e t ic ,  Mark, had a -q
n o n -co n se n tin g  m other who went to  h is  c e l l  and p es te re d  h is  abba, i
S y lvanus, th a t  she m ig h t be a b le  to  see him , a g a in s t M a rk 's  w i l l .  In  
t h is  case, S y lvanus i s  re p re s e n te d  as e n te r ta in in g  he r w ish  p a t ie n t ly ,  
d i r e c t in g  Mark to  l e t  h is  m other see him, and c o m fo r t in g  her when she 
ach ieved  he r w ish  a t  an a l l  c o n s o la t io n  to  h e r s e l f :  when Mark a r r iv e d  he
c lo se d  h is  eyes so as n o t to  see her w h ile  g re e t in g  h e r, and she d id  not
re co g n ize  h im , so v e ry  t h in  and d i r t y  was he, th in k in g  him ju s t  an
a tte n d a n t.  A t a second re q u e s t, Mark re fu s e d  p o in tb la n k  to  see h is  
m other and S y lvanus  se n t he r away. The m other o f  Poemen, who had lo s t  
a l l  seven o f  her sons to  a s c e t ic is m , was s im i la r ly  r e lu c ta n t  to  ju s t  l e t
her boys go; b u t met w ith  even h a rsh e r tre a tm e n t. They shu t the door in  i
'jher face  when she went to  see them, and w ou ld  no t open i t  f o r  a l l  her %|
c ry in g ,  a b ju r in g  he r to  c o n te n t h e r s e lf  w ith  the p ro sp e c t o f  se e ing  them a
j
i n  th e  next w o r ld .  John C h rysos tom 's  m other, Anthusa, a ls o  f e l l  a |
I
v ic t im  to  the  id e a  o f  the  fa m ily  as m i l ls to n e ;  a s u f f i c i e n t l y  devoted
Imother -  and u n iv i r a  -  to  a t t r a c t  th e  a d m ir in g  a t t e n t io n  o f  h is  pagan |
te a ch e r L ib a n iu s , she ra te d  him , and fa m ily  l i f e ,  above God in  her o rd e r I1o f p r i o r i t i e s  when she begged him not to  le a v e  her and e n te r  the  1i
-  137 -  . j
m onastic  l i f e .  A t t r ib u t in g  to  her the  c h ie f  m o tive  o f  fe a r  o f be ing  a 
lo n e  widow, he warned s te r n ly  abou t th e  le g a cy  o f  Eve, and p ro p e r ly  
ig n o re d  her fe m in in e  weakness. [5 2 ]
T h is  p o la r is a t io n  o f s ta n d p o in ts , t r a d i t i o n a l  and C h r is t ia n - a s cet i c
r e la t iv e  to  th e  m a tro n a 's  o b l ig a t io n s  tow ards her c h i ld re n  was s t i l l 1more p o s i t iv e ly  dem arcated, and nowhere more vexed th a n  when i t  came to  H
the  issu e  o f  p ro p e r ty :  an is s u e  fundam enta l e q u a lly  to  the  f a m i l ia  i
Isystem and to  th e  new te a c h in g . As a le g a l u n i t  and as a s o c ia l e n t i t y  |I
th e  fa m il i a  was d e f in e d  by i t s  p ro p e r ty , and a l l  th e  in d iv id u a ls  in  i t  3
‘ I
were hedged in  by o b l ig a t io n s  th e re to .  Now devout men and women o f  I
s ta n d in g  were b e in g  asked to  co n s id e r -  and a c t upon -  the  id e a  th a t  |
t h e i r  p ro p e rty  was n o t t h e i r s  o r t h e i r  f a m i ly 's ,  b u t in  t r u s t  f o r  C h r is t  J1and h is  needy peop le , w ith  f a r  h e a v ie r o b l ig a t io n s  o f  c i v i c  r e l i e f  and
Îl a r g i t i o  th a n  when i t  was m ere ly  b e lie v e d  to  be h e ld  f o r  the  fa m ily  and |1fu tu re  g e n e ra tio n s . C h r is t ia n  p a re n ts  w ere , i f  they  to o k  the te a c h in g  Û
Il i t e r a l l y ,  c a l le d  upon to  beggar the  seed o f  t h e i r  lo in s  in  t h i s  w o rld  d
1on the  prom ise o f  a r e q u i ta l  in  the  nex t ; to  g ive  up t h e i r  c h i ld r e n 's  |
m a te r ia l s e c u r ity  as a sp ec ies  o f  down payment on t h e i r  heaven ly  |
m ortgage -  a new and in t e r e s t in g  tw is t  to  concep ts  o f p a re n ta l d u ty  and |i
s a fe g u a rd in g  th e  in te r e s ts  o f  the  f a m i l ia .  Of co u rse , o p in io n  co u ld  îI
v a ry  as to  methods o f d o in g  t h i s ,  amongst w h ich  m aking th e  b u lk  ove r to Ithe  Church to  d isp ose  o f  d id  n o t a lways ra n k  h ig h ly ;  many e le c te d  to  :j
1in t e r p r e t  t h i s  te a c h in g  in  th e  manner o f  keep ing  t h e i r  w e a lth  under |
!t h e i r  own hand -  th e  b e t te r  to  d ispense  t h e i r  c h a r i t y  in  a f i t t i n g  way, I
as d id  J u l ia n a ,  A lb in a , m other o f M e lan ia , and Pammachius, and many |
1
a n o th e r. :1
In  t h i s  s p i r i t  the n , some n o ta b le  cases o f  m others a d v e r t is e d  as 
s e t t in g  o u t t o  'im p o v e r is h ' t h e i r  descendants shou ld  be ta ke n  w ith  a 
p inch  o f s a l t :  Jerome f re q u e n t ly  makes t h i s  c la im  on b e h a lf  o f  h is
fem ale  fo l lo w e r s ,  w ith  dub ious  r e l i a b i l i t y .  Pau la , f o r  in s ta n c e , i s  i
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d e p ic te d  as e x p re s s in g  th e  a s c e t ic  o rthodoxy  on t h i s  is s u e  when he says 
o f  her ’ so la v is h  was he r c h a r i t y  th a t  she robbed her c h i ld r e n ;  and when 
her r e la t iv e s  re m o n s tra te d  w ith  he r f o r  so d o in g , she d e c la re d  she was J
Ile a v in g  them to  a b e t te r  in h e r ita n c e  in  th e  mercy o f  C h r is t ' .  1
1S im i la r ly ,  o f  A lb in a ,  m other o f  M a rc e lla , Jerome c la im s  'so  o b e d ie n t was J
t[M a rc e lla ]  to  her m other th a t  she ac ted  a g a in s t her cwn p e rson a l w ish e s , ij
For A lb in a  f o r  some tim e  made ready to  n e g le c t he r own o f f s p r in g  and j
jd e s ire d  to  a l ie n a te  a l l  her p ro p e rty  from  her cwn c h i ld re n  and 1
!g ra n d c h ild re n  to  c o n fe r  i t  on he r b ro th e r 's  c h i ld r e n ' .  In  f a c t ,  as J i l l  i
H a rr ie s  has p o in te d  o u t,  bo th  P aula  and A lb in a ,  though d is p o s s e s s in g  -j
’ ]them se lves -  and th a t  o f  o n ly  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  w e a lth , r e ta in in g  s u f f i c i e n t  tIto  s e t up m o n a s te rie s  in  t h e i r  new l iv e s  -  were s t i l l  o b s e rv in g  |ic o n v e n tio n a l methods o f  p ro p e rty  t r a n s fe r .  For Paula e v id e n t ly  had n o t IiI
succeeded in  ro b b in g  her c h i ld re n  e n t i r e ly  as Jerome says in  th e  next
]ch ap te r th a t  'b e fo re  s e t t in g  o u t ,  she gave them a l l  th a t  she h a d ',  o n ly  ^
i
'd is in h e r i t in g  h e r s e l f  upon e a r th  th a t  she m ig h t f in d  an in h e r ita n c e  in  I1h ea ve n '. Jerome may be m is le a d in g  a lso  in  im p ly in g  th a t  she had
d e p riv e d  h e r s e l f  o f  th e  v a s t mass o f  the  fa m ily  e s ta te , f o r  a widow was
dependent on he r husband 's  g e n e ro s ity  in  h is  w i l l  f o r  he r p ro p e r ty ;  i f
he d ie d  in te s ta te ,  she ranked a f t e r  her c h i ld re n  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  law s
o f in h e r i ta n c e .  A lb in a  s im i la r ly  was m ere ly  a b id in g  by the  p r in c ip le s  
o f  in te s ta te  su ccess ion , s in c e  w ith  no c e r ta in  descendants a p a r t  from  
M a rc e lla  who was r e fu s in g  to  re m a rry , her b ro th e r 's  c h i ld re n  would be 
th e  h e ir s ,  as agna tes . M e lan ia  the  E ld e r , a no th e r g re a t example to  
C h r is t ia n  m a tro nae, s c ru p u lo u s ly  uphe ld  fa m ily  p r i o r i t i e s  when she 
's u rre n d e re d  a l l  she possessed ' to  'h e r o n ly  s o n ' V a le r iu s  P u b lic o la .  
Emmelia, m other o f  B a s i l the  G re a t, G regory o f  Nyssa and M acrina  (and 
fo u r  o th e rs )  i s  a n o th e r case in  p o in t  o f  th e  m other who observes a s c e t ic  
s e lf -a b n e g a t io n  w h ile  p re s e rv in g  the  fa m i ly 's  precedence o f  
c o n s id e ra t io n ;  in  t h is  case, in f lu e n c e d  and prompted by he r o f f s p r in g  
ra th e r  than  d raw ing  them w i l l y - n i l l y  a f te r  h e r. Thus in s t ig a te d  most
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n o ta b ly  by M a crina , says G regory o f Nyssa, who 'weaned her o f f  lu x u ry  
in to  e q u a l i t y '  t o  g iv e  up ' a l l  showy s ty le s  o f l i v i n g  and the  s e rv ic e s  
o f  d o m e s t ic s .a n d  to  share  th e  l i f e  o f  the  m a id s ' t i l l  'p o v e r ty  was 
t h e i r  w e a lth ',  she d iv e s te d  h e r s e l f  o f  what does seem to  have been her 
h o ld  on th e  fa m ily  w e a lth ;  'th e  p ro p e rty  -  a fre q u e n t cause o f  
w o r ld l in e s s  -  she d iv id e d  between the  c h i ld r e n ' though M acrin a  'k e p t 
n o th in g  o f  th e  th in g s  fro m  the  equal d i v i s io n . . . bu t a l l  her share  was 
p u t in to  the  p r ie s t 's  hands by d iv in e  command.' L ik e  M a rc e lla , M acrina  
w ou ld  have no d i r e c t  descendan ts, so her p e rc e p tio n  o f  her o b l ig a t io n s  
was d i f f e r e n t .  [5 2 ]
What i s  more s u r p r is in g  i s  how many d id  seem to  want to  f u l f i l  t h is  
te a c h in g , o r  who w ished to  be accorded th e  fame o f  d o in g  so, g iv e n  th a t  
i t  was so s u b v e rs iv e  to  re c e iv e d  id e a s  o f  what was due to  th e  f a m i l ia .
Most in t e r e s t in g  o f  a l l  a re  those  such as Nonna who a re  accorded every |
in te n t io n  o f p a u p e r is in g  t h e i r  progeny ly  the  v e ry  c h i ld re n  in  q u e s t io n ,
and w ith  a p p ro b a tio n , n o t rep roach  ;
unab le  to  s a t i s f y  her ze a l f o r  benevolence, she no t o n ly  
co ns ide re d  a l l  the p ro p e r ty  w h ich  [she and G re g o ry ] possessed 
and w h ich  accrued  to  them la t e r  as unab le  to  s u f f ic e  her own 
lo n g in g , bu t she w ou ld , as I  have o fte n  heard  her say, have 
g la d ly  s o ld  h e r s e l f  in t o  s la v e ry ,  had th e re  been any means o f  
d o in g  so, to  expend the  proceeds upon the  poo r. Thus e n t i r e ly  
d id  she g iv e  r e in  to  her g e n e ro s ity .
G orgon ia , to o , i s  a c c re d ite d  w ith  fo l lo w in g  he r m o th e r 's  exam ple; she
'opened her house to  th e  G o d ly ’ and 'h e lp e d  th e  needy' to  th e  e x te n t
th a t  'she  l e f t  n o th in g  behind to  e a r th  save he r body. She b a rte re d
e v e ry th in g  f o r  th e  hopes above; th e  s o le  w e a lth  she l e f t  to  her
c h i ld re n  was the  im i ta t io n  o f  he r example and e m u la tio n  o f  h e r m e r i t s ' .
T h is  has a f in e  r in g  to  i t ,  and sounds l i k e  a genuine case o f  'C h r is t
b e fo re  the  c h i ld r e n ' -  up to  a p o in t ,  G orgonia  predeceased h e r husband;
and s ince  G regory nowhere says o f  h e r, u n l ik e  Nonna, th a t  she was in
com plete c o n tro l o f  h e r househo ld  f in a n c e s , the  f a r th e s t  e x te n t o f  he r
l i b e r a l i t y  in  t h i s  case would have been to  have expended her dowry and
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persona l money upon w o rth y  causes. The c h i ld re n  would s t i l l  have 
re c e iv e d  t h e i r  f a t h e r ’ s e s ta te .  Nor i s  th e re  any c o n c re te  ev idence  in  
fa c t  th a t  Nonna s e r io u s ly  im p e r i l le d  the  m a te r ia l w e ll- b e in g  o f  her 
c h i ld re n  in  a c t u a l i t y :  though she and G regory th e  E ld e r ’ r i v a l le d  each
o th e r ’ ’ in  c o n s id e r in g  t h e i r  w e a lth  to  be communal to  a l l  and in  
l i b e r a l i t y  in  bes tow ing  i t ’ , when he ’e n tru s te d  the  g re a te r  p a r t  o f  t h is  
bounty to  her hand ’ , i t  was ’ as be ing  a most e x c e l le n t  and t r u s t y  
stew ard o f such m a t te rs ’ , im p ly in g  a c e r ta in  c a re fu ln e s s  and 
fo re th o u g h t,  n o t to  say husbanding o f  resou rces  in  th e  bes tow ing  o f 
t h e i r  c h a r i t y  ra th e r  tha n  a head long spree o f  abandon ing w e a lth . 
G regory does no t seem to  have been l e f t  d e s t i t u t e ;  no r does he say o f 
e i th e r  o f  h is  p a re n ts  even as much as he says o f  G orgon ia  o f  t h e i r  
d e p r iv in g  t h e i r  c h i ld re n .  Y e t he co n s id e rs  i t  commendable to  s t re s s  
t h e i r  c h a r ita b le n e s s  in  te rm s w h ich  im p ly  a d e r e l i c t io n  o f  fa m ily  dues 
w h ich  would have been deep ly  d is tu r b in g  to  seme o f h is  re a d e rs . [5 4 ]
A more genuine example o f  t h i s  i s  found  in  th e  a c t io n s  o f  M e lan ia  
and P in ia n u s . T h is  young co u p le  a re  seem ing ly un ique  in  ou r sources f o r  
the  extrem e n a tu re  o f  t h e i r  c h a r i t y  and t h e i r  a b s o lu te  observance o f  the  
commandment to  ’ s e l l  a l l  th a t  you have and g iv e  to  the  p o o r ’ -  ’ a l l ’ in  
t h is  case be ing  one o f  th e  la r g e s t  a r is t o c r a t i c  fo r tu n e s  o f  the  tim e . 
And f a r  from  p ra is in g  t h e i r  a c t io n s ,  t h e i r  fa m ily  d id  t h e i r  utm ost to  
p re ven t them. B u t a g a in , h a z a rd in g  the  s e c u r ity  o f  t h e i r  lin e a g e  i s  no t 
r e a l l y  an is s u e : M e la n ia  and P in ia n u s  had no c h i ld re n ,  h a v in g  had one
daughte r who d ie d  in  in fa n c y ,  and one m is c a r r ia g e ; she was h e r fa th e r ,  
V a le r iu s  P u b l ic o la 's  o n ly  c h i ld ,  and he had no b ro th e rs  to  whom w ould  go 
te s ta m e n ta ry  precedence. When the y  f i r s t  m a rr ie d , P in ia n u s  had 
expressed p e r fe c t ly  p rope r n o tio n s  co nce rn in g  th e  t r a n s fe r  o f  t h e i r  
w e a lth ; when M e la n ia , ever the  more e n e rg e tic  C h r is t ia n  o f  the  two, 
t r i e d  to  t a l k  him  in to  a c o n t in e n t m a rriag e , he r e p l ie d  s t u r d i l y ,  'a s  
soon as, by th e  w i l l  o f  God, we have two c h i ld re n  to  in h e r i t  our
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possess ions , th e n  to g e th e r  we w i l l  both renounce th e  w o r ld * .  But g iv e n  
t h e i r  unhappy e xp e rie n ce s  in  t r y in g  to  encompass t h i s ,  i t  i s  no t 
a lto g e th e r  s u r p r is in g  th a t  P in ia n u s  was f i n a l l y  conv inced  th a t  t h is  was 
n o t what God in te n d e d  f o r  them; fo l lo w in g  M e la n ia 's  m is c a rr ia g e , she was 
so i l l  th a t  h e r l i f e  was d e sp a ire d  o f ,  and P in ia n u s  prem ised co n tin e n ce  
a g a in s t he r re c o v e ry . In  t h i s  in s ta n c e , h is  p e rc e p tio n s  o f  the  
e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  th e  fa m ily ,  as advanced by the  t r a d i t i o n a l  o u t lo o k  o f  
P u b lic o la ,  were outw e ighed by h e rs , as advanced by th e  fo rm id a b le  
exponent o f the  new s a n c t i t y ,  M e lan ia  the  E ld e r :  M e lan ia  the  Younger
and P in ia n u s , two s c io n s  o f  noble  C h r is t ia n  houses, were caught i n  a 
s t r a ig h t  c la s h  o f  id e o lo g ie s  between a u th o r i t a t iv e  e ld e rs  over the  
c o r re c t  c o n c e p tio n  o f  C h r is t ia n  a r is t o c r a t i c  fa m ily  d u ty . For M e la n ia  
as f o r  P in ia n u s , fa m ily  p r id e  and g lo ry  were no t n e g l ig ib le  -  she 
m a in ta in e d  a h ig h  p r o f i l e  in  her la t e r  c h a r ita b le  and a s c e t ic  works -  
bu t she was p la y in g  w ith  a d i f f e r e n t  se t o f  g o a l-p o s ts .  F am ily  g lo r y  
c o u ld , and sh o u ld , be o b ta in e d  th rough  a l t e r n a t iv e  means than  
p ro c re a t io n  and p ro p e r ty  r ig h t s .
The consequences o f  t h i s  d is t in g u is h e d  v ic t o r y  f o r  extrem ism  were 
f a r  more w id e -ra n g in g  th a n  they had been f o r  M e lan ia  the  E ld e r ,  o r her 
r e la t iv e s  P a u lin u s  and T h e ra s ia  in  s im i la r  c ircu m s ta n ce s . t fe la n ia  the  
Younger and P in ia n u s  made t h e i r  g es tu re  a t  a more despe ra te  tim e  in  
Rome's h is t o r y ;  and in  them had been ves ted  f a r  more co n c e n tra te d  fa m ily  
hopes f o r  p re c is e ly  the  c o n t in u i t y  th a t  the y  re je c te d .  P u b lic o la  
th re a te n e d  them w ith  d is in h e r i ta n c e  -  a f a i r l y  redundant th r e a t ,  g iv e n  
h is  la c k  o f  any o th e r  d i r e c t  r e la t iv e s  to  whom to  le a ve  the  p ro p e r ty ,  
and a measure a g a in s t w h ich  M e lan ia  m igh t s u c c e s s fu lly  have appealed in  
any case because o f  her e n t i t le m e n t ,  as anus he res  to  P u b lic o la ,  to  a 
q u a r te r  o f th e  e s ta te .  Severus, P in ia n u s ' b ro th e r ,  seems to  have been 
e q u a lly  aghast a t  t h e i r  p la n s , n o t le a s t  because, in  v iew  o f  P in ia n u s ' 
re n u n c ia t io n  o f  h is  co n ju g a l r ig h t s ,  he had th e  best c la im  on th e  e s ta te
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in  th e  case o f in te s ta te  success ion , and sh o u ld , by c o n v e n tio n , have 
been o ffe re d  f i r s t  r e fu s a l by th e  young coup le  in  t h e i r  d is p o s a l o f  
t h e i r  e s ta te .  In s t ig a te d  by him , says G e ro n tiu s  (and he h im s e lf  
in s t ig a te d  by th e  d e v i l ) ,  the  s la v e s  on one o f  P in ia n u s ’ p ro p e r t ie s  
re b e lle d  a g a in s t b e in g  s o ld ;  'S e v e ru s .. . persuaded t h e i r  s la v e s  to  say, 
"No, we w i l l  n o t be s o ld ;  bu t i f  we a re  fo rc e d  to  th e  p o in t  when we a re  
s o ld , you r b ro th e r  Severus is  ou r m aster and he h im s e lf  s h a l l buy u s . " '  
The e m b a ttle d  co up le  appealed f o r  su p p o rt to  Serena (whan the y  had 
p re v io u s ly  d e c lin e d  to  m ee t), th e  w ife  o f  the  c h ie f  m in is te r  S t i l i c h o .  
They succeeded in  o b ta in in g  he r h e lp , r e s u l t in g  in  the  speed ing -up  o f  
th e  s a le  o f  t h e i r  e x te n s iv e  e s ta te s  in  th e  p ro v in c e s ; o n ly  to  f in d  
them se lves, ju s t  as they  were t r y in g  to  lea ve  the  c i t y ,  a t  odds w ith  the  
P re fe c t o f  the  C ity ,  G ab in ius  B arbarus Pompeianus, 'a  man o f  s tro n g  
pagan c o n v ic t io n s ,  re s o lv e d  in  c o n c e rt w ith  the  whole Senate th a t  t h e i r  
goods shou ld  be v in d ic a te d  to  th e  p u b lic  t r e a s u r y ' .  I t  i s  r e v e a lin g  
th a t  the  b io g ra p h e r concedes th a t  Pompeianus had the  s u p p o rt o f  th e  
w hole  (p re d o m in a n tly  C h r is t ia n )  Senate in  t h i s  e n te r p r is e ;  J i l l  H a r r ie s  
has surm ised  th a t  M e lan ia  and P in ia n u s ' schemes can have had l i t t l e  to
recommend them to  'm odera te  C h r is t ia n s  in  th e  Senate, as P u b lic o la  had
been, who combined C h r is t ia n  b e l ie f  w ith  a te n a c io u s  adherence to  the  
r ig h t s  o f  p r o p e r ty '.  In  a d d i t io n  th e re  was a f in a n c ia l  c r i s i s  in  th e  
c i t y ,  b rough t on by the  need to  f in d  money to  buy o f f  the  b a rb a r ia n s ; 
and the  c o u p le 's  s u p p o r te r , Serena, had ju s t  been executed a t  th e  o rd e r 
o f the  Senate f o r  suspected  tre a s o n . However, Pompeianus d id  no t l i v e  
to  put th e  is s u e  to  th e  t e s t :  w h ile  p e rfo rm in g  th e  d u t ie s  o f  h is  o f f ic e
he was caught up in  r i o t i n g  fo l lo w in g  a bread sho rta g e  and 'b y  the
p rov idence  o f  God’ says G e ro n tiu s , 'he  was m a ltre a te d  and lyn ch e d  in  th e  
h e a rt o f the  c i t y ' .  The Senate d id  no t pursue h is  measure, and M e lan ia  
and P in ia n u s  a ch ieved  th e  t a c t i c a l  coup o f  r id d in g  them se lves o f  the  
m a jo r i ty  o f  t h e i r  p ro p e r ty  ju s t  b e fo re  the  bottom  dropped o u t o f  the  
m arket w ith  A la r i c 's  in v a s io n  o f  I t a l y  in  408. They re ta in e d  t h e i r  cwn
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d is p o s i t io n  o f  t h e i r  w e a lth , fe e d in g  th e  poor, ransom ing p r is o n e rs  and 
endowing A f r ic a n  churches -  to  the  e x te n t o f  f in d in g  them selves f o r c ib l y  
d e ta in e d  a t  H ippo , much to  A u g u s t in e 's  em barrassm ent, by p a r is h io n e rs  
who hoped to  s tave  o f f  t h e i r  own in c ip ie n t  c r i s i s  by the  expected  
la rg e s s e  o f t h e i r  a r is t o c r a t i c  v i s i t o r s .  D e sp ite  A u g u s tin e ’ s v e rs io n ,  
th a t  h is  f lo c k  were moved ra th e r  by P in ia n u s ’ e v id e n t p ie ty  than  by h is  
e q u a lly  e v id e n t m a te r ia l re so u rce s , i t  i s  n o t hard  to  read  t h e i r  hopes 
th a t  i f  he became a p r ie s t  in  t h e i r  d io ce se , t h e i r  church  w ou ld  have 
f i r s t  c la im  on th e  d is p o s i t io n  o f  h is  p ro p e r ty . M e lan ia  and P in ia n u s ’ 
d e v o tio n  to  A u g u s tin e  and h is  ends went o n ly  so f a r :  a lth o u g h  p la c in g
p ie ty  above fa m ily  in  l iq u id a t in g  t h e i r  a sse ts  f o r  c h a r i ta b le  purposes, 
they  d id  n o t in t e r p r e t  i t  as be ing  f i l t e r e d  t h r o u ^  the  app rova l o f  the  
p re la te s  o f  M other Church. Though la v is h  w ith  t h e i r  re so u rce s , they 
re ta in e d  t h e i r  own pe rson a l in t e r e s t  in  them. [5 5 ]
P au la , to o , does f a l l  in to  th e  ca te g o ry  o f  those p la c in g  p ie ty  
above fa m ily ,  d e s p ite ,  as we have seen, le a v in g  dependents in  Rome 
ca te re d  f o r .  One o f  her o f f s p r in g  she g e n u in e ly  d id  no t o n ly  d e p riv e  
bu t in  f a c t  im p o v e r is h ; he r daugh te r E ustoch ium , and t h is  as a r e s u l t  
o f  c h a r ita b le  s e l f - d e p r iv a t io n ,  i n  w h ich  m o tive  Eustochium  was expected 
to  p a r t ic ip a te ,  when ’ she l e f t  those  dependent on her poo r, bu t no t so 
poor as she was h e r s e l f ’ . T h is , in t e r e s t in g ly ,  i s  a f t e r  her c h a r ita b le  
im pu lses have gone beyond even he r te a ch e r Jerom e’ s id e as  o f  what i s  
good: ’ so a nx iou s  was she to  tu r n  no needy person away th a t  she
borrowed money a t  in t e r e s t  and o fte n  c o n tra c te d  new lo a n s  to  pay o f f  o ld  
o ne s ’ a t  w h ich  ’ I  re p ro ve d  h e r . . .  I  w ished her to  be more c a re fu l in  
managing he r c o n c e rn s ’ . B u t ’ she o v e rru le d  me’ and ’ she o b ta in e d  h e r 
w ish  a t la s t  and d ie d  le a v in g  he r daughte r overwhelmed w ith  a mass o f  
d e b t. T h is  Eustoch ium  s t i l l  owes and indeed cannot hope to  pay o f f  by 
her cwn e x e r t io n s ;  o n ly  th e  mercy o f  C h r is t  can f r e e  her from  i t ’ . 
Jerome p re se n ts  t h i s  s o b e rin g  s ta tem en t in  the  c o n te x t o f a p a n e g y r ic .
and, u n d e rs ta n d a b ly  r e lu c ta n t  to  b a c k tra c k  on h is  p re v io u s  s e n tim e n ts  on 
th e  r ig h t  d is p o s i t io n  o f  p ro p e r ty ,  f in d s  in  i t  m a tte r  to  commend -  ’ her 
f a i t h  was g r e a te r ’ tha n  h is  -  b u t he has e v id e n t ly  had a shock a t  how 
f a r  h is  encom ia have been ta ke n  in  p ra c t ic e ;  i t  i s  a moot p o in t  w hether 
v e x a t io n  o r a p p ro b a tio n  i s  the s tro n g e r f e e l in g  in  t h is  passage. 
C e r ta in ly  th e  ’most p io u s ’ Nonna, who was a c c re d ite d  w ith  more 
a b s o lu te ly  expressed  in te n t io n s  o f  do ing  so , had no tho u gh t to  ’ g iv e  
r e in  to  her g e n e ro s ity ’ as ’ e n t i r e l y ’ as t h i s .
One o th e r  case is  g iv e n  o f a woman o bey ing  the  behest to  im p o ve rish
o n e s e lf  a b s o lu te ly  f o r  God, and a so b e rin g  one a t  t h a t :  P aes ia , an
h e ire s s  from  near S c e t is  who ’exhausted  her re so u rce s  t i l l  she began to  
be in  want ’ because she ’ made her house a hosp ice  f o r  the  use of. the  
fa th e rs  o f  S c e t is ' .  Far from  b e ing  m o ra lly  su pp o rted  by them in  t h i s  
course , as Pau la  was by Jerome and o th e rs , i t  was no t u n t i l  she had
taken  up p r o s t i t u t io n  to  su p p o rt h e r s e lf  th a t  th e y  a g a in  in te re s te d
them selves in  h e r , and the n  to  rep roach  her f o r  her descent from  her
fo rm e r ’ b le s s e d ’ , e x p lo ite d  s ta tu s .  John the  D w arf drew her o u t o f  her
e v i l  l i f e  o n ly  in  t im e  f o r  her to  d ie  p e n ite n t ,  [5 6 ]
Paesia was s u f fe re d  to  behave so because she was a woman on her
own. Paula was s u ffe re d  to  behave so because she was e f f e c t iv e ly  a
woman on he r own, h e r fa m ily  p ro v id e d  f o r ,  r u in in g  the  p ro sp e c ts  o n ly  o f
a n o th e r woman on her own. M e lan ia  was s u ffe re d  to  behave so because she
won P in ia n u s ’ b ack ing  and had no progeny w ith  p ro sp e c ts  to  r u in .
C o n tra s t t h e i r  tre a tm e n t in  th e  hands o f  our w r i te r s  w i t h ' t h a t  o f
E c d ic ia ,  who won sharp c r i t i c i s m  from  A ug u s tine  f o r  a tte m p tin g
u n i la t e r a l l y  to  i n i t i a t e  t h is  s ta te  o f abn e ga tio n , w ith  a p re se n t and
u n w i l l in g  husband and an in fa n t  son.
You ough t to  have y ie ld e d  to  him in  you r dom estic  a s s o c ia t io n
w ith  g re a t h u m il i t y  and obed ience , s in ce  he had so
s c ru p u lo u s ly  conceded to  you in  an im p o rta n t h a t t e r . . .  
T h e re fo re  you ought no t to  have g ive n  aWay yo u r c lo th e s /  o r 
you r g o ld  o r s i l v e r ,  o r  any money, o r any o f  you r , e a r th ly
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b e lo n g in g s , w ith o u t  h is  d e c is io n . . .  F u rthe rm o re , you ought to  
have c o n s u lte d  w ith  y o u r husband, who was a 
b e l ie v e r . . .c o n c e rn in g  yo u r p la n  f o r  g iv in g  a lm s and d e v o tin g  
your possess ions  to  the  p o o r ’ and ’ . . . t h e r e  i s  a c e r ta in  
m a tro n ly  a t t i r e  geared to  th e  p e rso n ’ s s ta t io n ,  d i s t in c t  from  
w idow s’ c lo th in g  and a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  m a rr ie d  women who a re  
b e l ie v e rs ,  an a t t i r e  th a t  p reserves  r e l ig io u s  re s p e c t.  I f  
you r husband d id  n o t want you to  d is c a rd  t h i s  type  o f  
c lo th in g ,  d id  n o t want you to  d is p la y  y o u r s e l f  as a widow 
w h ile  he was s t i l l  l i v i n g ,  I  th in k  he shou ld  n o t have been le d  
to  th e  p o in t  o f  a scanda lous q u a rre l w ith  you about t h i s  
m a tte r .
D is c a rd in g  th e  tra p p in g s  -  and d is re g a rd in g  th e  consent -  o f  the  w o rld , 
as re p re se n te d  by o n e ’ s fa m ily ,  was n o t, i n  f a c t ,  such a p e rson a l 
d e c is io n  as th e  F a th e rs  o f te n  re p re se n te d  i t .  E c d ic ia  m ig h t w e ll have 
been fo l lo w in g  a d ie t  o f  Jerom e’ s a dv ice  fro m  w hat we can g le a n  o f  her 
a c t io n s ;  i t  b ro ug h t her s h o r t  s h r i f t  from  A u g u s tin e . The commandment to  
’ s e l l  what you h a v e ’ , though more c e n tra l to  C h r is t ia n  d o c tr in e  than  the  
vexed q u e s t io n  o f  c e lib a c y ,  sh ou ld  s t i l l  no t be u nde rtaken  by the  
m atrons w ith o u t th e  a c t iv e ly  p a r t ic ip a t in g  consent o f  her spouse. Nonna 
is  e x a lte d ;  E c d ic ia  i s  rebuked . Not l i g h t l y  was i t  s a id  ’ those  w ith  
husbands cannot so p ra y ’ ; and y e t  G regory o f Nazianzus co u ld  m a in ta in  
th a t  women w ith  husbands co u ld  and d id  so p ray . The m a tte r  was le s s  
s t r a ig h t - fo r w a r d ;  women w ith  u n w i l l in g  husbands found  th a t  they co u ld  
n o t so p ray . E c d ic ia  was a s te p  away from  be ing  rega rded  as an Amanda, 
one who le d  he r husband fo rw a rd , who d id  n o t make her husband 
’ e f fe m in a te ’ in  h is  w o rs h ip ; by A u g u s tin e ’ s argum ent, he must have made 
her ’ e f fe m in a te ’ , th e n , bu t th e  blame a tta c h e s  to  her -  as i t  d id  no t to  
A r te m is ia , o r to  M e la n ia , in  s im i la r  c ircu m s ta n ces . [573
Some C o n c lu s io n s  -  th e  C h r is t ia n  M atrons w o rk in g  w ith  and a g a in s t 
th e  g ra in
Some o f the  more n o ta b le  o f  our C h r is t ia n  women, the n , as we have 
seen, become h ig h ly  rega rded  by s e t t in g  t h e i r  in f lu e n c e  to  w ork w i t h in  
th e  QTstem, f o r  and on b e h a lf  o f th e  fa m ily  n uc leu s . We have ev idence 
o f a number o f  fo rm id a b le  C h r is t ia n  m atrons who a re  s t i f f  w ith  fa m ily
l o y a l t y  and p u t t h e i r  p ie ty  to  w ork in  i t s  b e h a lf .  A lb in a , Proba and 
J u lia n a  a re  exam ples o f  m a tronae whose o u t lo o k  i s  n o t p e rc e p t ib ly  much 
d i f f e r e n t  fro m  what m ig h t have been p ro je c te d  f o r  them a c e n tu ry  
e a r l ie r .  They embrace the  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  adm ired stance  o f  the  u n iv i r a : 
t h ^  adm ire and w r i t e  e le g a n t le t t e r s  on Duty and th e  Soul to  th e  
fa s h io n a b le  th in k e rs  o f t h e i r  day and dabb le  in  approved in t e l le c t u a l  
p u r s u its ;  in  escape from  an u n fo r tu n a te  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t io n  they  t r a v e l 
to  v i s i t  f r ie n d s ,  r e la t iv e s ,  and p laces  adm ired by t h e i r  pee rs . So 
d o in g  they a re  la uded  as v e n e ra b le  widows, as devout seekers a f t e r  
C h r is t ia n  gu ida n ce , as p i lg r im s .  P ro p o r t io n a te  to  t h e i r  w e a lth , they 
a re  not even o u ts ta n d in g ly  c h a r i ta b le  -  these  women w e ll  understood  
fa m ily  te n a c ity  ove r p ro p e r ty .  Proba was 'th e  h e ire s s  o f a v a s t
a g r ic u l tu r a l  em p ire , a c q u ire d  by ra p in e  and m a in ta in e d  w ith  a 
s e lf is h n e s s  th a t  had agg rava ted  the  m is e r ie s  and resen tm en ts  o f  the  
G o th ic  d is a s te r * .  A u g u s tin e ’ s exaggera ted  re s p e c t f o r  them nowhere 
r e f le c t s  t h is .  He can o n ly  say fe e b ly  to  Proba ’ though you a re  ve ry  
w e a lth y , p ray as a poor p e rs o n ’ and in s t r u c ts  her to  ’ account y o u r s e lf  
d e s o la te  in  t h i s  w o r ld ,  however g re a t the p ro s p e r ity  o f  yo u r l o t  may be ’ 
and assure  J u lia n a  th a t  ’ no one can judge y o u ’ . T h e ir  d e v o tio n  i s  te p id  
compared w ith  the  example o f e i th e r  M e lan ia , both o f  whcan he knew, o r 
even w ith  th a t  o f  h is  m o the r; he s t i l l  addresses them in  g lo w in g  te rm s. 
’V enerab le  handmaid o f  God’ to  A lb in a , ’ devoted handmaid o f  God’ to  
P roba; and t h i s  d e s p ite  th e  re a d in e s s  w ith  which they  put him in  h is  
p la ce . A lb in a  had o b v io u s ly  taken  him f i r m ly  -  i f  i n d i r e c t l y  -  to  ta s k  
f o r  a llo w in g  he r fa m ily  to  be coerced by h is  d is o rd e r ly  f lo c k  to  the  
d is c o m fitu re  o f  P in ia n u s  a t  Thagaste : ’We must no t be in d ig n a n t a g a in s t
you as you a re  a g a in s t th e  peop le  o f  H ip p o ’ says A ug u s tine  w ith  in ju re d  
d ig n i t y  and a s t in g  o f  rep roach  th a t  ’you, s a in ts  o f  God, have b e lie v e d  
these  th in g s  about u s ’ and thanks her s a rd o n ic a l ly  because ’ from  
h u m il i t y  and m odesty you d id  n o t presume to  c o r re c t  a b ishop , b u t l e f t  
i t  to  be d isco ve re d  by in d i r e c t  in fe r e n c e s . ’ O b v io u s ly  her s t r ic t u r e s
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had found t h e i r  mark -  he i s  h u m ilia te d  and d e fe n s iv e  in  h is  l e t t e r  to  
A ly p iu s ,  and b i t t e r  th a t  she had been v i l i f y i n g  h is  name around the  
ne ighbourhood. J u lia n a ,  to o , ’ w i l l  put these  fu s s y  p r o v in c ia l  b ishops 
f i r m ly  in  t h e i r  p la c e ’ : she assu res  A ugustine  t o p - l o f t i l y  th a t  though
she thanks him f o r  h is  ca re  in  w a rn in g  her and her fa m ily  a g a in s t 
h e r e t ic a l  th in k e rs ,  ’ y o u r Reverence knows th a t  I  and my househo ld  a re
e n t i r e ly  sepa ra ted  from  persons o f  t h is  d e s c r ip t io n ;  and a l l  our fa m ily
fo l lo w  so s t r i c t l y  the  c a th o l ic  f a i t h  as never a t  any tim e  to  have 
wandered from  i t  o r f a l l e n  in t o  any h e re s y ’ , even ’ th e  most t r i v i a l ’ . 
A ugus tine  r e p l ie s  in  a n e t t le d  tone  th a t  he f e l t  i t  incum bent upon him 
to  w r i te ,  s in c e  her fa m ily  had been th e  ta r g e ts  o f  ’ a c e r ta in  book
addressed to  the  h o ly  D e m e tr ia s ’ , her d a u g h te r, from  the  d e te s te d
P e la g iu s , w hich i t  was n o t la w fu l f o r  a v i r g in  o f  C h r is t  to  read . 
M atrons l i k e  the se , w e ll-e n sco n ce d  w ith in  the  w o r ld  and id e n t i f y in g
s t ro n g ly  w ith  fa m ily  in te r e s ts  seem to  concede l i t t l e  to  c u r re n t  models 
f o r  fem ale  s a n c t i t y  as advanced by the  F a th e rs : i t  i s  in fo rm a t iv e ,
th e n , to  no te  th e  re g a rd  in  w h ich  th e  F a the rs  h o ld  them. [5 8 ]
We have a b r ie f  b u t i l lu m in a t in g  cameo o f a n o th e r such in  Jerom e’ s
L i f e  o f S t. H i la r io n :  t h i s  i s  one A r is ta e n e te ,  ’ a woman w e ll known
among her p e o p le ’ as th e  w ife  o f  th e  u p w a rd ly -m o b ile  E lp id iu s  ’who la t e r
became P ra e to r ia n  P r e fe c t ’ . A r is ta e n e te  and E lp id iu s ,  w ith  t h e i r  th re e
sons, were r e tu r n in g  fro m  fa s h io n a b le  p ilg r im a g e  t o  v i s i t  Anthony in
s e c lu s io n , when her th re e  c h i ld re n  were s t ru c k  down a t  Gaza w ith  a
’ s e m i- te r t ia n  ague ’ . When t h e i r  l i v e s  were d e sp a ire d  o f ,  she went to
H i la r io n  who was l i v i n g  in  th e  near-by  d e s e r t,  to  beg him to  come to
Gaza and cu re  them; and d e s p ite  h is  consp icuous re lu c ta n c e ,  she w i l l  no t
take  no f o r  an answ er:
A t f i r s t  he re fu s e d  and s a id  th a t  he never l e f t  h is  c e l l  and 
was n o t accustomed to  e n te r  a house, much le s s  the  c i t y  ; bu t
she threw  h e r s e l f  upon th e  ground and c r ie d  re p e a te d ly ,
" H i la r io n ,  s e rv a n t o f  C h r is t ,  g iv e  me back my c h i ld r e n " .  A l l  
p re sen t were w eeping, and th e  s a in t  h im s e lf  wept as he den ied  
h e r. What need to  say more? The woman d id  n o t le a v e  him
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u n t i l  he prom ised th a t  he would e n te r  Gaza a f t e r  s u n s e t. ■
A r is ta e n e te  is  a good example o f  the  m atrons in  o u r sou rces  who a ch ieve s  
d e v o tio n  to  p io u s  observance in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  d e v o t io n  to  her t ie s  in  * 
t h i s  w o r ld . L ik e  A lb in a ,  Proba and J u lia n a ,  she had no id e a  o f  
fo l lo w in g  P a u la ’ s model and abandoning th e  C ity  and her fa m ily  in  her 
p ie ty .  R a the r she made them accom p lices  in  i t ;  th e  W orld  v i s i t i n g  th e  
D e se rt -  and on more tha n  one o ccas ion , as Jerome r e la te s  th a t  she was 
on h e r way t o  v i s i t  Anthony a g a in  when H i la r io n  in fo rm e d  he r by |  
m ira c u lo u s  i n t u i t i o n  o f  h is  fe l lo w  h e rm it ’ s dea th . Hence when in  need, 
she had no h e s i ta t io n  in  c a l l in g  upon the  re so u rce s  o f  the  D ese rt to  
serve  h e r W orld -based  fa m i ly :  t h i s  p io u s  m atrons w i l l  move heaven and
e a r th  -  and a r e c a lc i t r a n t  h e rm it ou t o f  the  d e s e r t ,  a g a in s t h is  s tro n g  
o p p o s it io n  -  in  t h e i r  in te r e s ts .  Some, in d ee d , e x e rc is e d  t h e i r  
m a n ip u la t iv e  powers on b e h a lf  o f  c le r ic s  from  in s id e  a normal fa m ily  
c ircu m s ta n ce ; we do n o t,  f o r  in s ta n c e , know a n y th in g  o u t o f  the  
o rd in a ry  about th e  c ircu m s ta n ce s  o f  I t a l i c a ,  to  whom A ug u s tine  w ro te  
w ith  such exaggera ted  re s p e c t,  canvass ing  her v iew s in  a th e o lo g ic a l 
deba te , and who o b v io u s ly  had much re sp e c t and many c o n ta c ts .  I t  would 
be s t i l l  more in t e r e s t in g  i f  we knew f o r  c e r ta in  i f ,  as seems l i k e l y ,  ^
th a t  t h is  was th e  same I t a l i c a  th a t  John Chrysostom w ro te  to  in  406, 
because she had the  c a p a c ity  to  in te rv e n e  w ith  the  Pope and p o s s ib ly  th e  
Emperor a t a c r u c ia l  moment in  h is  c a re e r. Not a l l  o u ts ta n d in g  examples 
o f C h r is t ia n  w ifedom  f e l t  im p e lle d  to  e i th e r  abandon o r a l t e r  t h e i r  
fa m ily  c irc u m s ta n c e s ; some co u ld  m a n ip u la te  t h e i r  C h r is t ia n i t y  from 
in s id e  a s a fe ly  o rth o d o x  fa m ily  e n v iro m e n t .  [5 9 ]
O the rs , in  the  name o f  s e rv in g  the  f a m i l ia . p rove to  be in  p ra c t ic e  
a rem arkab ly  adept F i f t h  Column in  the  in te r e s ts  o f  t h e i r  b e l ie f s .  
M onica, as we have seen, drew P a t r ic ia s  in t r a c ta b ly  away from  h is  
c iv ic -b a s e d  paganism. Lae ta  seems to  have done th e  same f o r  T o x o t iu s ’ 
c la ss -b a se d  paganism -  and in  so d o in g , was more s u c c e s s fu l than  h is
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mother and sisters. Unfortunately, we knew almost nothing about the 
process in  h is  case) o n ly  th a t  Jerome w r i te s  to  L ae ta  commending h e r 
d e v o tio n  In  th e  fa c e  o f re s is ta n c e  fro m  h e r  f a th e r ,  P u b l l l lu s  Caeclna 
A lb ln u s  and ’ h is  s o n - in - la w . . .b e fo re  he came to  b e l ie v e ’ . Nonna 
e x e rc is e s  s im i la r  t r a c t io n  on G regory th e  E ld e r :  though h is  b e l ie fb  may
seem to  have had more In  common w ith  h e rs , t h ^  were n o t seen as 
consonant w i th  C a th o lic  C h r is t ia n i t y ,  and G regory th e  Younger s tre s s e s  
th a t  f o r  h e r ’ he w ent o u t fro m  h is  k in d re d  and h is  home’ ; f o r  she ’ cou ld  
n o t bear th e  s e p a ra tio n  fro m  God’ Im p lie d  In  h is  ’ Im p u r i t y ’ . A v lta  Is  
accorded by P au lInus  o f  Nola w ith  be ing  th e  m o t iv a tin g  In f lu e n c e  beh ind 
th e  co n v e rs io n  o f  h e r husband A pron lanus and h e r d augh te r Euncmla to  
a s c e t ic is m : a fa m ily  P a lla d lu s  n o tes  as be ing  ’ a l l  so d e s iro u s  t o
p lease  God th a t  th e y  were p u b l ic ly  conve rte d  t o  th e  l i f e  o f  co n tin e nce  
and v i r t u e  and were he ld  w o rth y  on t h is  account t o  f a l l  a s le ep  In  C h r is t  
f re e d  fro m  a l l  s in ,  h a v in g  become possessed o f  knowledge and le a v in g  
t h e i r  l i f e  In  good remembrance’ -  th e  fa m ily  th a t  prays to g e th e r  s ta ys  
to g e th e r .  [6 0 ]
I t  Is  a p a t te rn  one f in d s  o v e r and ove r a g a in ; sometimes In  
u n l ik e ly  q u a r te rs . F r l t l g l l ,  ’ a c e r ta in  queen o f  th e  Marcomannl’ came 
und e r Am brose's In f lu e n c e , a c c o rd in g  t o  P au llnus* L i f f i ,  h a v in g  heard o f  
h is  fame from  a C h r is t ia n  t r a v e l le r ;  when she w ro te  to  h im  'a s k in g  th a t  
she be In fo rm ed  In  h is  own w r i t i n g  as t o  what she ought to  b e l ie v e ', he
w ro te  back 'a  most n o te w o rthy  l e t t e r  In  th e  fo rm  o f  a ca te ch ism ' in
w h ich  he urged h e r to  use h e r In f lu e n c e  ' t o  persuade h e r husband to  
e n t ru s t  h im s e lf  a lo n g  w ith  h is  peop le  to  th e  Romans' -  headed, we may 
b e lie v e  by Ambrose. B o n ifa ce  we have seen be ing  g o t a t  by A ugustine  
th ro u g h  th e  agency o f  h is  e m in e n tly  p io u s  (and nam eless) C a th o lic  w i fe ;  
and su bse q ue n tly  drawn fro m  th e  f o ld  a g a in  by h is  second, A r la n  w ife .
V o lus la n us  was a ls o  rendered  s u s c e p t ib le  to  approaches by A ugus tine
because o f h is  co n n e c tion s  w ith  h is  p io us  m other, A lb in a ,  and n ie c e ,
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M e la n ia , G o rgo n ia , to o ,  e x e rc is e d  some k in d  o f  ben ign  in f lu e n c e  over 
her husband; i n  t h i s  case, u n fo r tu n a te ly ,  i t  i s  im p o s s ib le  to  t e l l  o f  
what k in d , o r what e x a c t ly  was the  s ta te  o f  h is  s p i r i t u a l  w e lfa re  s in c e  
G regory o n ly  says e l l i p t i c a l l y  th a t  when, i t  came to  her husband, 
G orgon ia  was a n x io u s  n o t to  ’ le a ve  behind he r im p e r fe c t a n y th in g  th a t  
was h e rs ’ . O b v io u s ly  som eth ing  was la c k in g  s in ce  ’ her husband’ s 
p e r fe c t io n  was her one re m a in in g  d e s i r e ’ ; h a p p ily  f o r  h e r , however, ’ she 
d id  n o t f a i l  even o f  t h i s  p e t i t i o n ’ , as b e f i t t e d  he r m o th e r ’ s d a u g h te r. 
A no ther p o s s ib le  case o f  t h is  k in d , even more in t e r e s t in g  in  i t s  
im p lic a t io n s  i s  th a t  o f  A ug u s tine  and h is  concub ine o f  15 y e a rs . P eter 
Brown c o n s id e rs  th a t  ’ th ro u g h o u t he r p a r tn e r ’ s Manichaean enthus iam s, 
A u g u s tin e ’ s concub ine  may have rem ained a C a th o lic  catechum en’ . 
C e r ta in ly  she was d e s c r ib e d  as d evou t, and named t h e i r  son ’ A deoda tus ’ , 
’g iv e n  by God’ , seem ing ly  a p op u la r name amongst C a rth a g in ia n  
C h r is t ia n s ;  and when se n t away from  him a t  the  in s ta n c e  o f  M onica, she 
went back to  A f r ic a  ’ vow ing  never to  know a man a g a in ’ -  a sp ec ies  o f  
widow, ju s t  as she had been a sp ec ies  o f  jnainona. Her in f lu e n c e ,  i f  
t h i s  is  so, must have com plim ented M on ica ’ s in  these  y e a rs ; and i f  so, a 
Gcmmon-law m a rria g e  im i ta t in g  the  re a l th in g  in  more re s p e c ts  than  
A ugus tine  a llo w e d  f o r .  [6 1 ]
As f a r  as th e  C h r is t ia n  community was concerned, these  devout 
m atrons were th e  vanguard  o f d e v o tio n , f a r  more th a n  Jerom e’ s v i r g in s ,  
whose w ork was so nebu lous and whose care  Chrysostom  adv ised  was so 
d ra in in g .  The m o tiv a te d  m atronae d id  t h e i r  best from  w i t h in  s o c ie ty ;  
and a p r e t ty  fo rm id a b le  best i t  co u ld  be, as we have seen. Sometimes, 
indeed t h e i r  d r iv e  f o r  p ie ty  was s im p ly  o ve r-w h e lm in g  ra th e r  than  
re fo rm in g , as A r te m is ia  and E c d ic ia  d is c o v e re d , th e  l a t t e r  r e c e iv in g  
o n ly  d ir e  rebukes from  A ug u s tine  f o r  her a c t i v i t y  where he had found 
much to  p ra is e  in  A lb in a  and J u l ia n a ’ s in e r t ia .  However, be ing  noted 
f o r  p ie ty  in  a s u p p o r t iv e  p ee r-g ro u p  cou ld  c e r t a in ly  s i le n c e .a  husband:
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from  be ing  in  h is t o r ic a l  term s a ’ women’ s ’ r e l ig io n ,  C h r is t ia n i t y  had 
become the  dom inant c u l t ;  bu t as th ro u g h o u t i t s  h is to r y  t i l l  th e n , i t  
was som eth ing  th a t  men, P a t r ic iu s ,  T o x o tiu s , G regory and so on, must 
le a rn  from  t h e i r  women. They a ls o  p u t t h e i r  t a le n ts  to .w o rk  in  the  
in te r e s t s  o f  th e  next g e n e ra tio n , p ro d u c in g  an im p re s s iv e  a r ra y  o f 
s a in t ly  b ishops who a d m itte d  th a t  they  owed t h e i r  c o n v ic t io n s  to  t h e i r  
m o thers, a u n ts , s is t e r s .  Not th a t  t h e i r  progeny were n e c e s s a r ily  
co n sp icu o u s ly  g r a te fu l  f o r  t h is  p r iv i le g e d  u p b r in g in g ;  some o f  t h e i r  
judgem ents on these  de te rm ined  m atrons in d ic a te  w a rin e ss  o f  t h e i r  
in f lu e n c e  and a d is t r u s t  o f  p e t t ic o a t  government perhaps passed on from  
t h e i r  fa th e rs .  A ug u s tine  w r i te s  w e a r i ly  to  a no the r young man oppressed 
by a m o the r; ’What i s  the  d if fe re n c e ?  W hether i t  i s  in  a w ife  o r a 
m o the r, i t  i s  s t i l l  Eve ( th e  te m p tre s s ) th a t  we must beware o f  in  a ry  
woman’ and even w r i te s  o f  M o n ica ’ s lo v e  f o r  h im  ( r e fe r r e d  to  as 
c u p id i ta te ,  w ith  i t s  o ve rto n e s  o f  a v a r ic e )  as b e ing  ’ a scourge o f  sorrow  
f o r  he r ju s t  p u n ish m e n t' -  f o r  ’ she in h e r i te d  th e  le g a cy  o f  Eve. ’ John 
Chrysostom a ls o  rega rded  h is  m other Anthusa as a p o te n t ia l  source o f 
w o r ld ly  woes and co ns ide re d  the  n e c e s s ity  to  ’ f le e  fro m  [h e r ]  as an 
enemy’ ; u l t im a te ly  re v e a lin g  o n ly  ’ we l i v e  a p a r t  and have never 
q u a r r e l le d ’ . T h is  i s  an a t t i t u d e  r e f le c te d  by Poemen and Mark in  t h e i r  
harsh d e a lin g s  w ith  t h e i r  m o th e rs ’ im p o r tu n in g s ; and in  the  
s c ru p u lo s ity  o f  an anonymous monk who, we a re  t o ld ,  accom panying h is
m other on a jo u rn e y  c a r r ie d  her a c ro ss  th e  r i v e r  s o l ic i t o u s ly ,  b u t would
n o t s u f fe r  h is  hands to  touch  he r bu t wrapped them in  h is  c lo a k  b e fo re  
p ic k in g  her up, because, even i f  h is  m other, ’ the  body o f  a woman is  
f i r e ,  and even fro m  my to u c h in g  you came th e  memory o f  o th e r  women in to  
my s o u l ’ . But perhaps th e  u lt im a te  example o f the  c l e r i c '  dogged in to  
s a lv a t io n  by (and d e s p ite )  an im p o rtu n in g  m other i s  from  th e  anonymous 
s e r ie s  o f jA po j^ thegm aia , w h ich  r e la te s  th e  ta le  o f  a young man who
wanted to  be a monk, b u t whose m other f o r  a lo n g  tim e  h e ld  him c lo s e  to
h e r, r e s is t in g  h is  a rgum ents; he s tu c k  to  h is  guns, however, s a y in g  ’ I
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want to  save my s o u l*  and u l t im a te ly  'she  cou ld  n o t p re ve n t him g D in g *. 
Having gone, he became n e g lig e n t o f  h is  observances; u n t i l ,  when i l l ,  he 
had a v is io n  th a t  he behe ld  th e  p lace  o f judgem ent and h is  m other th e re  
a w a it in g  judgem ent and she s a id  'Have you been condemned to  t h is  p lace  
too?  What abou t th a t  phrase you used to  use -  " I  want to  save my 
s o u l" ? ' R e co ve ring , he made haste  to  r e p a ir  h is  d e f ic ie n c ie s ,  sa y in g  ' I f  
I  cannot endure  my m o th e r 's  re p ro ach , how s h a l l  I  endure  on th e  day o f 
judgem en t? ' [6 2 ]
Not a l l  m a rr ie d  women, in  sum, were buy ing  them se lves a m aster w ith  
t h e i r  d o w rie s ; many o f  the  C h r is t ia n  ones o f  ou r su rve y  were u s in g  
t h e i r  p o s i t io n  to  d i r e c t  m o ra ls , and r e d ir e c t  ca re e r ch o ice s  and 
l i f e - c h o ic e s ;  o p e ra t in g  w i t h in  the  e n v iro n s  o f f u l l  m a rria g e , o r from  a 
p o s i t io n  o f  den y in g  i t s  w o r ld ly  s id e ; even, as in  th e  case o f 
A u g u s tin e 's  concu b in e , from  a c u r io u s  s ta te  o f p seudo -m arriage . T h e ir  
in f lu e n c e  was a b id in g ;  i n  th e  la te n t  w itn e s s  o f  t h e i r  a l t e r a t io n s  o f  
t h e i r  husbands and c h i ld r e n ;  in  the  o v e r t w itn e s s  o f  the  tom bstones and 
w r i t in g s  a t t e s t in g  t h e i r  p ie ty ;  and in  the  n e c e s s ity  o f  f le e in g  them 
p h y s ic a l ly  and m e n ta lly  f o r  peace o f  m ind.
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The m in is t r ie s  o f  women
T h is  ch a p te r i s  a c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  what devout women would a c tu a l ly  
do ; what s k i l l s  th e y  had to  o f f e r ,  what p o s it io n s  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  the y  
co u ld  f in d  o r c re a te , and t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  a u th o r i t y  in  th e  4 th  
c e n tu ry  C hurch. We must c o n s id e r t h e i r  s o c ia l r o le  as 'h o ly *  
in d iv id u a ls  and how fa r  t h i s  can be c o n s t itu te d  as a jo b  o f  w o rk ; and 
t h e i r  p lace  as le a d e rs  o r members dt' o rg a n ise d  com m unities and the  
m in is t r y  im p l i c i t  th e re in .  We must examine w hether they  tu rned  to  th e  
Church to  f u l f i l  a need f o r  purpose u nca te red  f o r  in  e a r l ie r  t im e s ; o r 
as a r e l i e f  from  th e  in s e c u r i t ie s  o f  t h e i r  cwn tim e s . Eva C a n ta re lla  
c o n s id e rs  th a t  th e  4 th  c e n tu ry  saw a q u e l l in g  o f a process o f  
p e rc e p t ib le  'e m a n c ip a t io n ' o f  women th a t  had been g ra d u a lly  a r r iv e d  a t  
in  the  p re ce d in g  c e n tu r ie s .  [ 1 ]  I  s h a l l co n s id e r the  n a tu re  o f  t h is  
'e m a n c ip a t io n ',  o r  th e  la c k  o f  i t ,  i n  re a l te rm s. In  e a r l ie r  c e n tu r ie s , 
women had n o t been backward in  se ek ing  the  d is t in c t io n  o f  m artyrdom  as 
an area in  w h ich , as w e ll  as men, they  co u ld  c lim b  to  th e  ve ry  to p  o f  
the  la d d e r ; in  so d o ing  they  had p ro v id e d  im p o rta n t f o c i  f o r  t h e i r  
C h r is t ia n  com m un ities . For women o f  the  4 th  c e n tu ry , however, th e re  a re  
in c re a s in g  te n s io n s  im p l i c i t  in  s e rv in g  th e  C hurch; w ith  le g i t im a t io n  
came an in c re a s in g  p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  h ie ra rc h y  and s t r u c t u r a l i z a t io n  in  
the  Church, in  e m u la tio n  o f  th e  la y  s o c ie ty .  We must co n s id e r the n , how 
women were to  p e rfo rm  s e rv ic e s  o f  any moment w i t h in  t h is  in c re a s in g ly  
r i g id  s t r u c tu re  and w i t h in  a th e o lo g y  w h ich , w h ile  e nco u ra g in g  women in  
t h e i r  in d iv id u a l  g i f t s  o f  th e  s p i r i t  and s p e c ia l m e ta p h ys ica l ta le n ts ,  
oppressed t h e i r  bod ies and s t r i c t l y  l im i t e d  both t h e i r  p u b lic  
in vo lvem en t and even p h y s ic a l movement.
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The p r a c t ic a l  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  C h r is t ia n  women o f  th e  4 th  c e n tu ry  a re  
u s u a lly  assessed in  t h e i r  own te rm s. Yet the y  were a ls o  the  p ro du c t o f  
a more lo n g -te rm  c o n te x t,  th e  background o f  'women a t  w o rk ' in  th e  Roman 
w o r ld ;  t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  what women d id  and what k in d s  o f 
women co u ld  be expected  to  be a c t iv e  in  what we would  c a l l  the  
p ro fe s s io n a l o c c u p a tio n s . A tte m p tin g  to  e x e rc is e  any k in d  o f  e x e c u tiv e  
power a g a in s t t i g h t  and d e ta i le d  c o n tro l would have been som eth ing  o f  an 
a r t  a l ik e  f o r  p re - C h r is t ia n  women as f o r  those  in  o u r a rea  o f su rve y .
We shou ld  c o n s id e r in  what a reas the y  m a n ife s t any d i r e c t o r ia l  c o n t r o l ;  
and where they  do so, w hether the  le sso n s  and m a n ip u la t iv e  s k i l l s  
e a r l ie r  g e n e ra tio n s  le a rn e d  co u ld  be u s e fu l ly  t ra n s m it te d  to  successors 
whose a b i l i t i e s  were judged  by a more d o c t r in a l ly  j u s t i f i e d  o p p re s s io n .
T r a d it io n a l a re as  o f  w ork and r e s p o n s ib i l t y  f o r  women
In  bus iness and commerce th in k in g  was re a so n a b ly  l i b e r a l  on th e  ^ 
c a p a c ity  o f  some women as to  t h e i r  acumen and p r a c t ic a l  a b i l i t i e s .  The 
law  acknowledged women's r ig h t  to  t ra n s a c t b us iness , and was in d i f f e r e n t  
to  th e  sex o f  an i n s t i t o r ; th u s  many women a re  to  be found  in  p a p y r i and 
ta b le ts  b u y in g , s e l l in g ,  le a s in g  and lo a n in g  -  and seem ing ly  o v e r-s e e in g  
t h e i r  cwn bus ine ss  in te r e s t s .  That they owned s h ip s  and o th e r 
la rg e -s c a le  bus ine ss  v e n tu re s  is  documented. We know o f  some 21 fem ale  
o f f i c i n a to res le a s in g  c la y -y a rd s  a t  Rome; women who were m oney-lenders 
and paw n-b rokers, sometimes on a la rg e  s c a le , and som etim es, as in  the  
upper c la s s e s , in  a s e m i-p r iv a te  c a p a c ity ,  such as O t a c i l ia  L a te re n s is ,  
who sued he r lo v e r  f o r  a deb t o f  300,000 HS; and a n e c o t ia t r i x . a d e a le r  
in  s i lv e r  (as opposed to  a mere s ilv e r -w o rk e r  o r a r e e n ta r ia ) .  [ 2 ]
G iven an i n i t i a l l y  fa v o u ra b le  s i t u a t io n  f o r  u n d e rta k in g  a 
com m ercia l e n te rp r is e ,  the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  were more l i k e l y  to  a r is e  from  
women's le g a l d i s a b i l i t i e s .  U n less possessed o f  a v e ry  s u p p o r t iv e  o r 
l ib e r a l  f a m ily ,  a woman would need to  be s u i i u r i s  to  con tem p la te
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e n te r in g  t h is  sp h e re ; and th e n  was s t i l l  s u b je c t to  t u t o r i a l  consen t f o r  
c e r ta in  t ra n s a c t io n s .  T h is  m igh t o r m igh t not be a f o r m a l i t y ;  th e re  was 
no g re a t in c e n t iv e  f o r  the  t u to r  to  take  s e r io u s ly  h is  d u t ie s ,  w hich 
were in  any case e s s e n t ia l ly  n e g a tiv e , r e s t r a in in g  h is  charge from  
d im in is h in g  he r p ro p e r ty .  T h is  be ing  so , h is  presence d id  n o t 
n e c e s s a r ily  p ro te c t  th e  women's in te r e s ts ;  C ic e ro  t e l l s  th e  t a le  o f 
Caesennia who . e le c te d  to  employ . a bus iness a ge n t, A e b u tiu s , who 
su bse q ue n tly  de frauded  h e r, seem ing ly  w ith o u t her t u t o r  b e ing  in v o lv e d  
a t  a ry  s ta g e . A more a c t iv e  l i a b i l i t y  was th e  Benatus co n s jq lljm  
Y e ile ia n u m , w hich p ro h ib ite d  th e  g iv in g  o f  s e c u r ity  o r u n d e rta k in g  o f  
l i a b i l i t y  on b e h a lf o f  o th e rs  by women. The j u r i s t  Paul says th a t  t h is  
measure was d e s ira b le  'because o f  the  danger to  the  r es f a m i l i a r i s , ' bu t 
i t  seems to  have been e q u a lly  in te n d e d  to  p ro te c t  women: from  t h e i r  own
in e x p e rie n c e , o r frcm  undue in f lu e n c e  e x e rc is e d  by members o f  t h e i r  
fa m ily  w hich m ig h t le a d  them to  unde rtake  open-ended commitments as 
g u a ra n to rs . I t  w ou ld , however, e f f e c t iv e ly  exempt them frcm  a w ide 
range o f b us ine ss  a c t i v i t i e s ,  s in ce  no c r e d i to r  w ou ld  be a b le  to  sue a 
woman g u a ra n to r f o r  re c o v e ry  o f  deb ts  and th e re fo re  we may re a so n a b ly  
in f e r  g re a t re lu c ta n c e  from  businessmen to  accep t a woman as s u re ty  on 
someone e ls e 's  b e h a lf .  However, th e  p ra e to r d id  have the  d is c re t io n a ry  
r ig h t  to  g ra n t ^ C ê p t io ,  so th a t  th e  c r e d i to r  co u ld  re co ve r h is  debt 
from  a woman, i f  i t  co u ld  be e s ta b lis h e d  th a t  she was f u l l y  aware o f 
what she was d o in g . The iro n y  from  the  la t e r  v ie w p o in t is  th a t  t h is  
p ro te c t iv e  d ev ice  c o m p le te ly  f a i l s  to  make p ro v is io n  f o r  the  a c t io n s  o f 
a woman such as Paula who, w i t t i n g ly ,  w ith  f u l l  cogn izance and a g a in s t 
the best a dv ice  o f h e r male m en to rs , ran  h e r s e lf  and he r h e ir s  head long  
in t o  deb ts  w h ich  she had no p o s s ib i l i t y  -  and seem ing ly  no in t e n t io n  -  
o f  re p a y in g . However, th e  le s s o n s  le a rn e d  from  the  fo ra y s  made by women 
in t o  v a r io u s  com m ercia l e n te rp r is e s  were th a t ,  g iv e n  a p l ia n t  fa m ily  o r 
spouse -  o r ,  maybe by p re fe re n c e , no fa m ily  o r spouse to  c o n s id e r -  and 
a t  le a s t  one b id d a b le  male agen t, t h e i r  money was as good as anyone
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e ls e 's  f o r  m utua l p r o f i t ;  le sso n s  th a t  the  M e la n ias  and P aula  may be 
seen p u t t in g  in to  p ra c t ic e  under q u i te  a no the r c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  ' p r o f i t ' 
l a t e r  on. [ 3 ]
The b u lk  o f  'women a t  w o rk ' a re  to  be found in  spheres th a t  may be 
c la sse d  as 's e r v ic e  in d u s t r ie s '  o f  one s o r t  and a n o th e r; o f  p ro c u r in g  o r 
m a in ta in in g  p ro d u c ts  o r p ro v id in g  pe rsona l ca re . More has been w r i t t e n  
on the  o c c u p a tio n s  o f  lo w e r c la s s  women and freedwomen, and we f in d  
e p ig ra p h ic  a t t e s ta t io n s  to  the  o rn a t r i ces (h a ird re s s e rs ) ,  pedisequae 
(a t te n d a n ts ) ,  q u a s i l la r la e  (s p in n e rs ) ,  s a r c in a t r ic e s  (c lo th e s -m e n d e rs ) , 
n u t r ic e s (w e t-n u rs e s ) and those  employed in  o th e r a tte n d a n t in d u s t r ie s ,  
c lo th e s - fo ld in g ,  b a th -a t te n d a n ts , weavers, n an n ie s , and so on. [4 ]  
Women a re  a t te s te d  a ls o ,  though more r a r e ly ,  i n  'w h ite  c o l l a r '  
p r o fe s s io n a l ' a re a s . Though a t  le s s  re s p o n s ib le  le v e ls  than  male 
p ro fe s s io n a ls ,  th e y  appear as X i.b ra r ia e , a manu and amanuenses (s c r ib e s ,  
c le rk s  and s e c re ta r ie s )  and le c t r ic e s  ( re a d e rs ) .  [ 5 ]
Women, however, a t ta in e d  a h ig h e r degree o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  in  a 
f i e l d  th a t  many c u ltu r e s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  have rega rded  as the  e s p e c ia l 
p ro v in c e  o f  men: th a t  o f  m e d ic in e . Indeed, in  c e r ta in  re s p e c ts  in
Roman m e d ic in e , women were in d is p e n s a b le ; o p s t e t r ic e s , m idw ives , were 
a lw ays fe m a le ; and the y  were, id e a l ly ,  h ig h ly  t ra in e d ,  h ig h ly  
re s p o n s ib le  and h ig h ly  th o u g h t o f by the  male d o c to rs , who, p e r fo rc e , 
p laced  a g re a t dea l o f  r e lia n c e  in  t h e i r  judgem ent. For g y n a e c o lo g ic a l 
tre a tm e n t, Roman women went to  t h e i r  m idw ives , who would s u p e rv is e  
pregnancy and p a r t u r i t i o n  and t r e a t  g y n a e c o lo g ic a l d is o rd e rs ;  n o t to  th e  
male d o c to rs , who G alen and Soranus show us h id in g  behind a c u r ta in  
d u r in g  c h i ld b i r t h ,  q u e s t io n in g  th e  m id w ife  as to  th e  stage reached, and 
a p p a re n tly  ready to  in te rv e n e  in  the case o f an emergency. However, 
g iv e n  th a t  d is s e c t io n  was n o t p ra c t is e d  and most o f  t h e i r  c o n c lu s io n s  
about fem ale  bod ies  were e x tra p o la te d  from  e xam in ing  the  bod ies  o f  
a n im a ls , in  many cases, th e  male d o c to rs  -  who, as we have seen in  the
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la s t  c h a p te r , had some c u r io u s  id e as  about fem a le  anatomy -  must have
been m a n ife s t ly  le s s  q u a l i f ie d  to  dea l w ith  g y n a e c o lo g ic a l em ergencies
than  th e  m idw ives , who under c e r ta in  c ircu m sta n ces  m ig h t unde rtake
s u rg e ry . W ith  a l l  o f  t h i s  in  m ind, i t  i s  le s s  than  s u r p r is in g  th a t
S oranus ' te x tb o o k  on gynaeco logy, w r i t t e n  f o r  m idw ives w ith  access to
fem ale  p a t ie n ts ,  s p e c i f ie s  -  and a p p a re n tly  e xp e c ts  to  f in d  -  a h ig h
c a l ib r e  o f  fem a le  t r a in e e ;
A s u ita b le  person  w i l l  be l i t e r a t e ,  w ith  her w i t s  about h e r, 
possessed o f  a good memory, lo v in g  w ork, re s p e c ta b le  and 
g e n e ra lly  n o t undu ly  handicapped as re g a rds  her senses, sound 
o f  l im b , ro b u s t ,  and a c c o rd in g  to  some peop le , endowed w ith  
lo n g  s l im  f in g e r s  and s h o r t  n a i ls  a t  he r f in g e r t ip s .  [ 6 ]
Women m ig h t be t ra in e d  no t o n ly  f o r  gynaeco logy, bu t in  g en e ra l 
m e d ic in e ; they appear, f re e la n c e  and employed p r iv a te ly  in  househo lds,
fre e d  and f r e e  born , n o t ju s t  as op s te  t r ic e s  b u t a ls o  as m e d lm e ,
p h y s ic ia n s , im p ly in g  y e t  a no the r le v e l o f  le a rn in g ,  t r a in in g ,  and 
a p p l ic a t io n  in  an a rea  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  the domain o f  the  m e n fo lk , A 
husband commended h is  w i f e ;  'You were not d e f ic ie n t  in  my a r t ,  woman 
though you w e re , ' A e m ilia  H i la r ia ,  aun t o f  A uson ius, became, i t  seems, a 
'd e d ic a te d  v i r g i n '  in  o rd e r th a t  she m ig h t more f r e e ly  fo l lo w  her chosen 
p a th , and 'o ccu p ie d  h e r s e l f  i n  the  a r t  o f  h e a lin g ,  l i k e  a m an'. A e m ilia
H i la r ia  i s  a ls o  in t e r e s t in g  in  in d ic a t in g  what may have he lped  in
u n d e rta k in g  a m an's p ro fe s s io n ;  seem ing ly she 'h a te d  the  fem ale  s e x ' -  
Domnina o f N e o o la u d io p o l is  who 'warded o f f  d is e a s e s ' seems to  have shown 
a s im i la r  a t t i t u d e .  N ic a re te ,  one o f  O lym pias and C hrysostom 's  c i r c le  
in  C o n s ta n tin o p le  a ls o  en joyed  a h ig h  re p u ta t io n  f o r  s k i l l  in  t h i s  
f i e l d ;  she compounded her own d rugs f o r  f re e  d is p e n s a tio n  amongst the  
poor, and i t  was c la im ed  by her adm ire rs  th a t  she had cu red  many 
p a t ie n ts  abandoned as hope less by members o f  th e  m ed ica l f a c u l t y .  [ 7 ]
j
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For o th e r c a te g o r ie s  o f  fem a le  'w h i t e - c o l la r '  w o rke rs , we have 
l i t t l e  in d ic a t io n .  Though t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a male jo b ,  th e re  were 
o c c a s io n a l p aedago^e  and educ a t r lc e s ; G a lb a fs  two young d augh te rs  
a p p a re n tly  had a t u to r  o f  each sex. But the se , though they  m igh t have 
s ta r te d  o f f  some p rim a ry  e d u c a tio n , were more c h ild -m in d e rs  o r nann ies 
th a n  te a c h e rs . In  law , women m ig h t b r in g  s u i t  f o r  them se lves and even 
re p re s e n t them se lves , b u t the y  m ig h t n o t re p re s e n t o th e rs ,  even t h e i r  
own c h i ld re n  as m in o rs . D io c le t ia n  and M axim ian re in fo r c e d  t h i s  p o in t 
to  an e n q u ire r ,  D io n y s ia ; 'To u nde rtake  the  defence o f a n o th e r i s  a 
m an's fu n c t io n  ( x i r l l e  a f f ic iu m )  and i s  agreed to  be beyond th e  fem ale  
sex. So i f  you r son is  a m in o r, g e t him a t u t o r . ’ And s in ce  th e  SC 
YeLlOianum deba rred  th e  t r a n s fe r  o f  o b l ig a t io n  w ith  re g a rd  to  women, 
they  m igh t o n ly  be a c o g n ito r  ( r e p re s e n ta t iv e )  in  l i t i g a t i o n  as f a r  as 
i t  concerned t h e i r  own p ro p e r ty .  [ 8 ]
By c u l t u r a l  e x p e c ta t io n , r e l ig io n  was an area in  w hich women were 
re q u ire d  to  a c t to  upho ld  th e  s ta tu s  quo as w e ll  as th e  men. Roman 
t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l ig io n s  made p la ce  f o r  women c e le b ra n ts , though fe w e r, and 
s t r i c t l y  se g re g a te d ; and in  f a c t  p re f ig u re d  C h r is t ia n  id e a s  by s o r t in g  
women and t h e i r  r ig h t  t o  w o rsh ip  by m a r ita l and s o c ia l s ta tu s .  There
were se pa ra te  c u l t s  f o r  v i r g in s  (V esta  and F o rtu n e  V i r g in a l i s ) ,  f o r
m atronae ( th e  Bona Dea and F o rtun e  P r im ig e n ia )  and f o r  u n iv lr a e  -  e i th e r  
th e  widows o r the  s u b -c a te g o ry  o f  m a rr ie d  women (F o rtu n e  M u lie b r is  and 
P u d ic i t ia ,  f o r  p a t r ic ia n  ^ n iy i r a e ; P le b e ia n  women c e le b ra te d  r i t e s  o f  
P le b e ia n  C h a s t i ty ) .  S lave women c e le b ra te d  th e  r i t e s  o f  th e  Nonae 
C a p ro tin a e , p r o s t i t u te s  those  o f  F o rtune  V i r i l  i s .  L a te r ,  more suspect 
a d d it io n s  to  the  c a le n d a r would seem to  o f f e r  women more scope, most 
s e r io u s ly  in  th e  c u l t  o f  I s i s .  In  her w o rsh ip , women co u ld  no t m ere ly  
m in g le  w ith  men bu t e x e rc is e  m in is t r y .  A l l  had an Im m orta l s o u l, 
d e s p ite  s o c ia l s ta tu s  o r sex ; her p r ie s ts  co u ld  be e i th e r  women o r men.
F u rth e r t h i s  freedom  was open to  a l l  women; bes ides b e ing  a w ife  and
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m other, I s i s  had, a c c o rd in g  to  h e r legend , been a p r o s t i t u t e  f o r  te n  
ye a rs  and he r doo rs  were n o t c lo se d  even to  p ro b ro sa e . In  some v i t a l  
re s p e c ts , e v id e n t ly ,  t h i s  c u l t  bore more than  a p a ss in g  resem blance to  
C h r is t ia n i t y ;  a n o th e r e g a l i t a r ia n  d o c tr in e  o f u n iv e rs a l lo v e  and common 
(u n )w o rth in e s s . B ut in  t h i s  v i t a l  re s p e c t, they  were v e ry  d i f f e r e n t ;  
n o t a l l  co u ld  e x e rc is e  m in is t r y ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  n o t women, and m a in ta in  
o rth o d o x y . [93
Eva C a n ta re lla  f in d s  t h i s  aspect o f  I s i s  w o rsh ip  o f  g re a t 
im po rtance  as ev idence  o f  an a tte m p ted  sea-change in  the  c lim a te  o f 
o p in io n  in  Rome tow ards g re a te r  freedom  and a u th o r i t y  f o r  women. The 
new r e l ig io n s ,  she b e lie v e s  'h e lp e d  women escape the  r e s t r i c t i n g  
c o n d it io n s  th a t  th e  a n c ie n t c u l t s  t o ld  them were in e v i t a b le ' ;  adduc ing  
th a t  they  saw them as r e s t r i c t i v e  and found a need to  escape. T h is  
seems to  me to  be ra th e r  a n a c h ro n is t ic  in  th e  h is to r y  o f  id e as  w ith  
re g a rd  to  the  concept o f  ' l i b e r a t i o n '  be ing  a p p lic a b le  to  women o f  t h is  
e ra . R espectab le  m atronae were more l i k e l y  to  have seen t h is  as an
in fr in g e m e n t o f t h e i r  e l i t e  s ta tu s .  T h is  k in d  o f  ' l i b e r a t i o n '  c u t
across  a l l  th e  b a r r ie r s  they  had been b rough t up to  b e lie v e  they were 
s p e c ia l f o r  u p h o ld in g ; p r o s t i tu te s  and o th e r p robrosae  m ig h t be o n ly  
to o  happy to  b e lie v e  them selves 'e q u a l to  f re e b o rn  persons and men 
r e s p e c t iv e ly ' b u t th e  'f re e b o rn  p e rs o n s ' stood o n ly  to  lo s e .  [ 10 ]
I f  no t q u i te  p ro v in g  t h e i r  g^'asp o f  'e m a n c ip a tio n ' by d e v e lo p in g  a 
ta s te  f o r  w e ird  E a s te rn  c u l t  r e l ig io n s ,  however, I  t h in k  i t  i ^  t ru e  th a t  
women o f  th e  p re - C h r is t ia n  Empire were show ing in c re a s in g  in te r e s t  and 
independence in  r e l ig io u s  o r ie n ta t io n ;  as m a n ife s te d  by the  in t e r e s t  in  
and patronage o f  v a r io u s  p h ilo s o p h ic a l sch o o ls  shown by a number o f 
w e ll- b o rn  women. G alen w ro te  o f  A r r ia ,  the  w ife  o f  N. Nonnius 
M acrinus, s a id  to  be the  f r ie n d  o f  em perors, who was in te r e s te d  in
P la to n ic  p h ilo s o p h y . P h i lo s t r a tu s  c la im ed  th e  in te r e s t  o f  J u l ia  Domna,
th e  w ife  o f S e p tim iu s  Severus, in  h is  l i f e  o f A p o llo n iu s  o f  T yana:
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J u l ia  Mamaea, th e  m other o f  A lexander Severus, In v i te d  O rig e n  to  A n tio ch  
so th a t  she co u ld  hear h im , and gave him a m i l i t a r y  e s c o r t .  C.
D iogenes L a e r t iu s  d e d ic a te d  h is  l i v e s  o f  the  G reek p h ilo s o p h e rs  to  a
woman who was a fo l lo w e r  o f  P la to  b u t whom he wanted to  in t e r e s t  in  
o th e r  p h ilo s o p h y , e s p e c ia l ly  th a t  o f the  E p icu re a n s . T h is  i s  no t 
em a nc ip a tion  made m a n ife s t ;  t h i s  i s  the  k in d  o f  i n t e l l i g e n t  in te r e s t  
h a b i tu a l ly  encouraged by th e  Romans in  th e  women i n  whom they found i t  -  
g iv e n  th a t  th e y  were w e ll- b o rn  enough to  be a b le  to  a f fo r d  the  e d u c a tio n  
to  su p p o rt i t .  And these  d is t in g u is h e d  women s u p p o r t in g  in t e l le c t u a l  
causes pave th e  way f o r  t h e i r  descendants o f  th e  4 th  c e n tu ry  who p layed
le a d in g  ro le s  in  d e fe n d in g  paganism in  r e t r e a t ,  as d id  H y p a tia  o f
A le x a n d r ia , as w e ll  as p ro m o tin g  a s c e t ic  C h r is t ia n i t y .  [1 1 ]
Some c o n c lu s io n s
From exam in ing  these  spheres o f  in f lu e n c e  and a u th o r i t y  
dem onstra ted by women in  th e  e ra  p reced in g  o u rs , c e r ta in  p a tte rn s  become 
e v id e n t.  F i r s t l y ,  th a t  women a re  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  s tro n g e r in  f ie ld s  
in v o lv in g  n u r tu r in g ,  p ro v id in g  and p u rve y in g . T h is  can be taken  to  
f a i r l y  h igh  le v e ls  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y ;  g iv e n  a f re e  r e in  from  fa m ily  and 
t u t o r i a l  r e s t r a in t ,  the  com m ercia l w o rld  was f a i r l y  open to  them. But 
even so th e re  would a lw ays have been th e  n e c e s s ity  to  employ a male 
agen t f o r  th e  many ta s k s  they would have been unab le  to  dea l w ith  
d i r e c t l y  in  ' t h e i r *  b u s in e sse s ; i n  some cases they must have been in  th e  
s i t u a t io n  o f p ro v id in g  the  c a p i ta l  and in te r e s t  in  bus inesses w ith  w hich 
in  p ra c t ic e  they had v e ry  l i t t l e  to  do. Thus the  p ro v is io n s  in  law  fo r  
a husband and w ife  to  fo rm  a bus iness  s o c ié té s  in  w h ich  she c o n tr ib u te s  
o n ly  money and re c e iv e s  an e n t it le m e n t  to  some o f th e  p r o f i t s ,  and i s  in  
o th e r  re s p e c ts  a 's le e p in g ' p a r tn e r .  S ig n i f ic a n t  i n  t h is  re s p e c t, 
perhaps, i s  th e  ev idence  th a t  women a re  a t te s te d  as p a tronesses  o f 
g u i ld s  ( c o l le g ia ) ,  b u t nowhere as members o f  them o th e r th a n  one o r two 
a l l - fe m a le  groups o r o rn a t r ic e s  o r a c tre s s e s . As Jane G ardner p o in ts
-  164 -
o u t, t h i s  i s  n o t in  i t s e l f  ev idence  f o r  e x c lu s io n ;  i t  may be e x p la in e d  
by the  r e la t i v e l y  s m a lle r numbers o f  women in v o lv e d  and by many o f those  
g iv in g  up t h e i r  w ork  on m a rria g e . But f o r  those  who g iv e  up on 
m a rr ia g e , we a ls o  f i n d  a t te s te d  women who und e rtake  to  c o n tin u e  in  t h e i r  
husbands’ tra d e  a f t e r  h is  d e a th ; these  i f  any shou ld  have had an 
e n t it le m e n t  to  be a gu ild -m em ber -  i f  any such were acknowledged to  
e x is t .  I t  w ould  appear more l i k e l y  th a t  th e  g u i ld s  were a ls o  a t  home 
w ith  the  f ig u r e  o f  th e  fem a le  p ro v id e r  o f  la rg e s s e  from  a d is ta n c e , 
w h ile  n o t acknow ledg ing  any e q u ity  o f  p o s i t io n ;  a stance  th a t  has some 
echoes in  th e  la t e r  p e r io d  amongst Church o rg a n is a t io n s .  I t  would be o f 
g re a t a s s is ta n c e  in  d e c id in g  th e  degree o f  re a l autonomy e x e rc is e d  by 
women in  t h is  sphere  i f  we knew how many o f  them had i n i t i a t e d  t h e i r  own 
e n te rp r is e s  from  s c ra tc h  as opposed to  s h a r in g  o r in h e r i t i n g  an in te r e s t  
from  fa m ily  o r spouse. [ 12 ]
As we have seen, women o f  s ta tu s  a re  p ro p o r t io n a te ly  few er in  
p ro fe s s io n a l a re a s ; and the  re g io n s  w h ich  they do i n f i l t r a t e  may a g a in  
be c a te g o r is e d  as 's e rv ic e  in d u s t r ie s ' .  The q u e s t io n  once more a r is e s  
o f  t h e i r  im pe tus  in t o  these  dom ains; some o f  those  found  o b v io u s ly  
^ in e d  t h e i r  e n try  th rough  fa m ily  in vo lve m e n t. I t  would  be in te r e s t in g ,  
however, to  know how a woman o f  the  c la s s  o f  N ic a re te , who belonged to  
'a  ve ry  i l l u s t r i o u s  f a m i ly ' ,  o r A e m ilia  H i la r ia  commenced; th e  meagre 
evidence o f  A u s o n iu s ’ v a le d ic to r y  poem on h is  aun t seems to  im p ly  th a t  
she u n i la t e r a l l y  embarked on her chosen f i e l d  and ra th e r  s u rp r is e d  her 
re s p e c ta b le  fa m ily  in  so d o ing . I t  would a lso  be advantageous to  know 
under what c ircu m s ta n ce s  these  women p ra c t is e d  -  d id  a consecra ted  
v i r g in  l i k e  A e m ilia  H i la r ia  p ra c t is e  in  the  ccmmunity? o r f o r  ga in?  -  
and on what k in d  o f  b a s is , i f  a t  a l l ,  they  t re a te d  men. I f  th e  d ic ta te s  
o f  p ro p r ie ty  fo rb a d e  male d o c to rs  from  g a in in g  c r i t i c a l  knowledge about 
th e  o p e ra tio n s  o f  th e  fem a le  body, presum ably the  r e s t r i c t io n s  w ou ld  n o t 
be l i g h t e r  f o r  fem a le  d o c to rs  a tte m p t in g  to  g a in  more knowledge o f  male
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anatomy.
The o th e r  s tro n g  p a t te rn  dem onstra ted i s ,  as m ig h t be expected , th e  
p r e fe r e n t ia l  c la s s  b ia s . G iven th a t  o n ly  l im i t e d  o p t io n s  were open to  
women g e n e ra lly ,  some women had advantages o f  b i r t h  and s i t u a t io n  th a t  
enab led  them ' t o  c ircu m ve n t th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  o b s ta c le s  t o  a c e r ta in  
e x te n t .  T h e ir  home c ircu m sta n ces  were i n f lu e n t ia l  t o  a h ig h  degree.
The d is a llc w a n c e s  were ccmmon t o  a l l :  b u t some women owned t h e i r  own
p ro p e r ty ,  had a more reasonab le  spouse o r  fa m ily ,  o r  no spouse o r  fa m ily  
b u t a good in h e r i ta n c e ,  w h ile  tu te la g e  was a fo r m a l i t y  f o r  some women 
b u t n o t f o r  o th e rs . Though in  some ways r e s t r ic t e d  by th e  s e g re g a tio n  
re q u ire d  by t h e i r  h ig h  b i r t h ,  women o f  h ig h e r  s ta tu s  possessed more ways 
o f  e x te n d in g  th e  bounda ries  o f  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s .  There was l i t t l e  
p o s s ib i l i t y  f o r  th e  g e n e ra l i ty  o f  women o f  r i s in g  fro m  humble o r ig in s  by 
t a le n t  th rou g h  s e rv ic e  th e  way t h e i r  b ro th e rs  m ig h t. However, in f lu e n c e  
even as w ie ld e d  by women o f  d is t in c t io n  o n ly  went so f a r ;  t h e i r  w e a lth  
and powers o f  purveyance were p re fe r re d  to  t h e i r  s k i l l s ,  a p re fe re n ce  
f r e q u e n t ly  p e rc e p t ib le  in  o u r l a t e r  e ra . By d e f in i t io n ,  as c re a tu re s  
w ith o u t  oivllla officia, women were p rec luded  from  e x e rc is in g  any 
d e te rm in a tiv e  say in  p o l ic y  o r  th e  fa te s  o f  o th e rs . They co u ld  n o t 1
p a r t ic ip a te  in  th e  cursus honorum, o r  e x e c u t iv e ly  in  th e  c o u r ts ;  even to  
defend them selves in  th e  c o u r ts  was seen as a m a tte r  f o r  t u t o r i a l  
a p p ro v a l. Fo r an Emperor o r  p u b lic  o f f i c i a l  t o  take  fem ale  counse l ove r 
a d e c is io n  was seen as som eth ing  bes t covered o v e r : A ugustus ’
dependence on L iv ia  was m a rv e lle d  a t  in  a good Emperor, Nero ’ s on 
A g r ip p in a  c ite d  as sham eful in  a bad one.
#t work’ in the Christian empire
In  a c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  th e  a c t iv e  ro le s  p layed  by th e  p io u s  women o f  
th e  4 th  -  5 th  c e n tu r ie s ,  th e  same k in d  o f  p a tte rn s  a re  e v id e n t.  There 
a re  s t i l l  no-go a reas f o r  women and d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  pe rsona l
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r e s t r a in t  w h ich  the y  have to  n e g o tia te . The Church conform s to  
co n ve n tio n s  o f  Roman s o c ie ty  in  p r o h ib i t in g  th e  m in is t r y  o f  women; once 
a g a in  the y  become in s tru m e n ta l in  th e  c a p a c ity  o f  s e rv ic e , e i th e r  
persona l o r o r g a n is a t io n a l.  The businesswomen and patro na e  o f  th e  2nd -  
3rd  c e n tu r ie s  become th e  church pa tronesses  o f  th e  4 th  and 5 th ,  
u t i l i s i n g  s a t e l l i t e  c le r ic s  as t h e i r  p redecessors used bus iness age n ts  -  
w itn e s s  M e la n ia  th e  E ld e r and P au la  em p loy ing  R u fin u s  and Jerome as a 
sp e c ie s  o f church bus iness  a ge n t. Those p re v io u s ly  in  what we would 
re g a rd  as 's e r v ic e  in d u s t r ie s '  become those p la y in g  M artha, te n d in g  th e  
community and i t s  d e r e l i c t s ;  o r p ro v id in g  p ra ye r as a fu n c t io n  o f  
s e rv ic e ,  as we s h a l l  f u r t h e r  exam ine. A lso  v e ry  much in  ev idence  is  th e  
c la s s  d ive rg e n ce . The occu rrence  o f  w e ll- b o rn  and w e l l- to - d o  m atrons 
u s in g  t h e i r  re so u rce s  to  c ircu m ve n t gender r e s t r i c t io n s  i s  e m in e n tly  
a p p lic a b le  to  a s tudy  o f  the  a r is t o c r a t i c  C h r is t ia n  women, as we have 
seen, and w i l l  examine f u r t h e r ,  in  t h e i r  p r o c l i v i t y  f o r  c re a t in g  t h e i r  
own p ressure  p o in ts  on the  bounda ries  o f  le g it im a te  a u th o r i t y ;  though 
th e re  was in  th e  new r e l ig io n  more scope f o r  the  re c o g n it io n  o f  m e r it  
and example in  p io u s  members o f th e  humi l i o r e s . G iven a s i t u a t io n ,  
f u r t h e r ,  where many o f th e  ro le s  and system s were s t i l l  b e in g  hammered 
o u t,  b i r t h ,  money and c o n ta c ts  were even more u s e fu l than  in  p re v io u s  
c e n tu r ie s  in  in f lu e n c in g  th e  c re a t io n  o f  ' jo b s '  f o r  women in  th e  absence 
o f  g iv e n  m odels.
There is  a ls o  a g re a te r  v o id  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  a p p ro p r ia te  to  women o f  
the  upper ra n ks  who w ould f in d  i t  le s s  seemly to  in v o lv e  them selves in  
some o f th e  more m en ia l fu n c t io n s  o f  p ie ty  -  f o r  in s ta n c e  th e  c le a n in g  
and te n d in g  o f  the  church  f a b r ic  and b o d ily  needs o f  the  c le r ic s  -  the  
way devotees o f  le s s e r  cas te  c o u ld . Women o f  the  h u m ilio re s , to o , were 
in  th e  fo r e f r o n t  o f  th e  m o n as tic  movement; e a r l ie r  than  th e  a r is t o c r a t i c  
women, and e a r l ie r  tha n  the  g e n e ra l i ty  o f  th e  men. Frcxn the  m id d le  o f  
th e  t h i r d  c e n tu ry  c o n g re g a tio n s  o f  women e x is te d ;  Antony, a c c re d ite d
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w ith  be ing  th e  fa th e r  o f  m onastic ism , a lre a d y  knew o f  the  community in  
w h ich  he co u ld  p la c e  h is  s is t e r  b e fo re  h is  own w ith d ra w a l from  the 
w o r ld . But as w ith  th e  r e l ig io n  i t s e l f ,  t h i s  was a tre n d  w hich would 
s t a r t  from  the  bottom  o f  s o c ie ty  and o n ly  p e rc o la te  g ra d u a lly  upward, 
u n t i l  i t  reached th e  c la s s e s  e le v a te d  enough to  m e r it  l i t e r a r y  a t te n t io n  
and so f ig u r e  more p ro m in e n tly  i n  our so u rces . The women who re c e iv e  
much o f th e  a t t e n t io n  were no t n e c e s s a r ily  the  t r a i l - b la z e r s  in  t h e i r  
chosen means o f  e x p re s s io n  o f p ie ty ;  b u t th e y  were in n o v a to rs  because 
th e y  were a r is t o c r a t s  and because i t  was th e y  who to o k  th e  i n i t i a t i v e ,
and in  b e ing  women c re a t in g  com m unities  f o r  woj^en and o v e r t ly  e x e rc is in g\,c re a t iv e  le a d e rs h ip .  What seems to  have been thé \ e xp e rie n ce  a t  f i r s t  o f 
M e la n ia , Paula and her fa m ily  and M a rc e lla  and A s e l la ,  hemmed in  by the 
e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  th e  M u L e  was th e  round o f  C h r is t ia n i t y  o f  the
p o l i t e  s a lo n s , where in s p i r in g  w orks were read  and fa s h io n à ^ le  c le r ic s  
l i k e  E p ip h a n iu s , A th a n a s iu s , Jerome and P e la g iu s  l io n is e d ;  which
p u r s u its  t h ^  were c e r t a in ly  fo l lo w in g  th e  lea d  o f  such as J u l ia  Mae'BSr?* 
J u l ia  Domna and A r r ia ,  as we have seen, in  a s s is t in g  w ith  the  a i r in g  o f  
the new p h ilo s o p h ic a l and r e l ig io u s  concerns.
For many o f them, t h i s  was enough. For those f o r  whom i t  was n o t, 
those  who wanted to  a c tu a l ly  a p p ly  the  messages th e y  le a rn e d  a t  these  
d is c u s s io n s , th e re  were few r e a d i ly  a v a i la b le  ro u te s  o f  e x p re s s io n  o f  
the  new id e a ls .  So the y  se t about c re a t in g  t h e i r  own -  and hence th e  
need f o r  m aking t h e i r  cwn m odels f o r  p ious  employm ent. When M a rc e lla  
embraced avowed widowhood and M a rc e ll in a ,  s is t e r  o f  Ambrose, to o k  the  
v e i l  as a v i r g in ,  th e re  were no conven ts  in  Rome; in s p ire d  by accoun ts  
o f  c o e n o b it ic  l i f e  and w is h in g  to  im plem ent i t  in  co m b in a tio n  w ith  what 
the y  knew, they  r e t i r e d  to  l i v e  as in  a c e l l  w i t h in  t h e i r  fa m ily  houses, 
l i v i n g  a l i f e  o f  s tu d y , d e v o t io n a l e x e rc is e s  and a b s tin e n c e . H aving 
l i t t l e  example but th e  a l ie n  l i f e s t y l e  o f the  d e s e r t  a s c e t ic s ,  they 
tu rn e d  t h e i r  hands to  what the y  found around them, and in  d o in g  so
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a t t r a c te d  o th e rs  and im i ta to r s .  By the  end o f the  c e n tu ry , Rome was 
w e ll- s to c k e d  w ith  conven ts  [ 133 ; and a g e n e ra tio n  a f te r  th e ir  
i n i t i a t i v e ,  O lym pias w ou ld  fo l lo w  the  same course a t  C o n s ta n tin o p le , 
in s p i r in g  o th e rs  by her exam ple. M aorina and Emmelia a ls o  tu rne d  th e ir  
fa m ily  p ro p e rty  a t  Annesi in t o  t h e i r  conven t. Some women, however, 
w ished to  go even f u r t h e r .  Many to o k  as t h e i r  a p o s to l ic  model the  
le g e n d a ry  T h e d a , apocrypha l d is c ip le  o f  S t.  P au l, who was h e a v ily  
drawn on as an in s p i r a t io n  in  t h i s  p e r io d  in  w r i t in g s  d ir e c te d  a t  women; 
a t  M a c r in a 's  b i r t h ,  he r m other was vouchsafed a v is io n  in  w h ich  Macrina 
was h a i le d  as th e  new T h e d a , and E g e ria  counted her v i s i t  to  T h e d a 's  
m a rty riu m  one o f  th e  h ig h s p o ts  o f  he r p ilg r im a g e . T h is  ca nva ss in g  o f 
T h e d a  is  s ig n i f ic a n t  f o r  th e  e v o lu t io n  o f  a s c e t ic is m  as p ra c t is e d  by 
women: T h e d a , in  th e  a pocrypha l A c ts , s a c r i f ic e d  home, fa m ily  and
f ia n c e  to  fo l lo w  P au l. She o u t he r h a ir  i n  o rd e r to  be a b le  to  t r a v e l 
as a man and was Im p e rv io us  to  p re ssu re  from  fa m ily  o r s ta te  to  g iv e  up 
h e r v o c a t io n . She escaped m ira c u lo u s ly  from  v a r io u s  e n co u n te rs  w ith
I
w ild  beasts  in  th e  arena and even c la im ed  the  r ig h t  to  b a p tiz e  h e r s e l f ; ^  
u l t im a te ly  Paul a u th o r is e d  he r to  be an a p o s tle  o f  the  Gospel and she ' 
wound up as a c o n te m p la tiv e  in  a m ounta in  cave, te a c h in g  and h e a lin g  
those  who came to  h e r. In s p ire d  by such an aud a c io us , b u t fe te d ,  
example in  a d d i t io n  to  th e  l i v e s  o f  such as Antony and Pachomius, some 
chose a more a b s o lu te  re n u n c ia t io n  o f  the  w o rld  and fo l lo w in g  n o t io n s  o f  
iie p o ^ s it io  ad sa ne t os, M e lan ia  the  E ld e r and Paula gave the  le a d  in  more 
a c t iv e ly  s e l l in g  a l l  th a t  the y  had ; to  re lo c a te ,  and c re a te  e n t i r e ly ,  
under t h e i r  own hands, th e  k in d  o f  systems they  th o u g h t meet. [1 4 ]
In  these  new m o n as tic  v e n tu re s , the  c la s s  b ia s  i s  y e t  f u r th e r  
re v e a le d . A r is t o c r a t i c  advantages were som eth ing o f a s in e  qua m n .  
The p r e re q u is ite s  necessary to  make these e n te rp r is e s  s u c c e s s fu l were 
o n ly  to  be found  in  the  g i f t  o f  a M e lan ia  o r P au la : a c a p a c ity  f o r
m o b i l i t y  o f o n e s e lf  and o n e 's  re s o u rc e s  from  one p a r t  o f th e  em pire  to
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a n o th e r; s u p p o rt from  and a l l ia n c e  w ith  n o ta b le  e c c le s ia s t ic s ;  th e  
a b i l i t y  to  b r in g  p ressure  on lo c a l government and gove rno rs  o f  p ro v in c e s  
to  ensure s u rv iv a l and a s s is ta n c e  fo r  the  em bryonic com m unities. In  
d is p la y in g  t h i s  'c r e a t iv e  le a d e r s h ip ',  these  w e ll- b o rn  women p ro v id e d  
f o r  them selves th e  o p p o r tu n ity  to  e s ta b lis h  the  re a l and p u b lic  p e rso n a l
a u th o r i t y  th a t  p re v io u s ly  the y  had been denied th e  r ig h t  to  e x e rc is e
o v e r t ly .  The re v e rs e  s id e  o f  t h i s  c o in  was th a t  th e  new fo u n d a tio n s
were then  f i r m ly  e s ta b lis h e d  in  a s ty le  most l i k e l y  to  guard t h e i r
fo u n d e rs ' a r is t o c r a t i c  le a d e rs h ip :  e x e rc is in g  what Rosemary R uether
sees as 'th e  h ip e s t  s e lf-d e v e lo p m e n t as autonomous p e rs o n s ', M e la n ia , 
M acrina , Paula and O lym pias were f i r m ly  in  c o n t ro l o f  the ih ^ow n  
in s t i t u t io n s .  [1 5 ]
There i s  an o bv iou s  d iv id in g  p o in t  the n  in  c o n s id e r in g  women o f  
a u th o r i t y  and m in is t r y  in  the  4 th  -  5 th  c e n tu r ie s  -  one o f background 
and c la s s .
A r is t o c r a t ic  dynam eis : The m o n as tic  fo u n d re ss  and her a u th o r i t y
One o f  the  m a jo r ta s k s  found by devout women o f  s ta tu s ,  the n , was 
head ing  a com m unity. We have ta ke n  as th e  obv ious s ta r t in g - p o in t  those  
who were a t  th e  f o r e f r o n t  o f  the  d r iv e  to  c re a te  the  canm unity  l i f e  and 
t h e i r  own p o s i t io n  in  i t ;  n a tu r a l ly ,  examples o f  those  who were no t in  
t h is  p o s i t io n  a re  more numerous. N one the less , i t  makes a lo g ic a l  
s t a r t in g - p o in t  f o r  the  e xa m in a tio n  o f  the  ta s k  o f  head ing a community, 
f o r  the  in fo rm a t io n  i t  g iv e s  us abou t what these women who were in  a 
p o s i t io n  to  d ic t a te  co ns ide re d  t h e i r  p r i o r i t i e s ;  and a t  what stage they 
stopped b e ing  a b le  to  dec ide  p o l ic y  and s im p ly  tu rn e d  in to  s u b o rd in a te s  
o f  th e  lo c a l b ish o p . These a r is t o c r a t i c  women were s in g u la r  in  t h e i r  
in f lu e n c e ,  w e a lth  and coverage in  ou r so u rces : b u t i t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to
observe  how a f t e r  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  p e r io d  o f  'c r e a t iv e  le a d e rs h ip ’ 
necessary to  g iv e  a m o n a s tic  fo u n d a tio n  i t s  im petus they ve ry  o fte n  do
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become as i t  were s e rv a n ts  o f  t h e i r  own scheme ; m ere ly  th e  housekeeper 
o f  som eth ing  deemed g re a te r  than  th e  sum o f t h e i r  c o n t r ib u t io n  tow ards 
i t .
I  s h a l l  c o n s id e r f i r s t ,  th e re fo re ,  what may be le a rn e d  from  the  
m o n a s te rie s  in s t ig a te d  by Paula and M e lan ia  the  E ld e r :  these s tand  o u t
as th e  p rim a ry  e s ta b lis h e rs  o f  s iz e a b le  m onastic  com m un ities  b u i l t  from  
s c ra tc h ,  as opposed to  fo u n d a tio n s  grown g ra d u a lly  from  dom estic  ro o ts  
(as in  th e  case o f  such as M a c r in a 's ) .  A lb in a  and M e la n ia  the  Younger 
a ls o  e x e rc is e d  a degree o f  c re a t iv e  le a d e rs h ip  in  b u i ld in g  com m unities 
b u t as a d d it io n s  to  th a t  i n i t i a t e d  by t h e i r  i l l u s t r i o u s  fo re b e a r ,  ra th e r  
tha n  as c re a tio n s  from  g ra s s ro o ts . Both  M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r and Paula 
s e t t le d  and b u i l t  f o l lo w in g  a p e r io d , q u ite  p ro longed  in  M e la n ia 's  case, 
o f p e re g r in a t io n s :  p a r t  p ilg r im a g e , p a r t s ig h t- s e e in g ,  p a r t ,  i t  would
seem, a search f o r  th e  ju s t  and p ro p e r end f o r  t h e i r  embarrassment o f 
r ic h e s .  As w i l l  be shown la t e r ,  M e lan ia  t r ie d  s e v e ra l o u t le t s  f o r  he r 
awesome a lm s g iv in g , w ith  m ixed re c e p t io n s , b e fo re  f i n a l l y  s e t t l i n g  to  
c re a t in g  a s o l id  in ve s tm e n t in  p raye r and i t s  p ro p a g a tio n  w ith  her 
m entor and fa c to tu m , R u fin u s . Both found s u ita b ly  in s p i r a t io n a l  s i te s  
f o r  p ra y e r fu l d e p o s its . M e lan ia  s e t t le d  her conven t, w ith  R u fin u s  a t  
Je rusa lem , on th e  Mount o f  O liv e s ;  Pau la , d e s p ite  b e in g  drawn tow ards 
e s ta b lis h in g  her conven t a t  N i t r i a ,  near the  esteemed S e rap io n , f i n a l l y  
succumbed to  Je ro m e 's  u rg in g  and s e t t le d  a t  Beth lehem , w h ich  had a ls o  
moved her d e e p ly . (Perhaps t h is  h in t  o f a tu g -o f-w a r  between F a th e rs  o f 
d i f f e r e n t  p ro v in c e  and o u t lo o k  i s  to  account f o r  th e  sourness o f  the  
a t t i t u d e  o f  P a lla d iu s  tow ards  Jerome in  co n n e c tio n  w ith  P au la ; a devotee 
o f  th e  E g yp tia n  co e n o b ite s , perhaps t h is  i s  what he has in  mind when he 
says th a t  *a c e r ta in  Jerome h in de re d  her by h is  je a lo u s y ,  h a v in g  induced 
he r to  se rve  h is  own p la n ’ . )  [1 6 ]  M e la n ia  and R u f in u s ' e s ta b lis h m e n t o f 
tw in  houses f o r  men and women, c o n s tru c te d  p ro b a b ly  around 579-80 may 
w e ll  have been gu ided  by the  B a s i l ia n  r u le  which R u fin u s  was la t e r  to
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t r a n s la te  and spread to  th e  W est; and they in  t h e i r  tu r n  ^ v e  t h e i r
in f lu e n c e  to  Jerome and P au la , who s tayed  th e re  in  385 b e fo re
c o n s t ru c t in g  t h e i r  cwn e s ta b lis h m e n t -  and b e fo re  f a l l i n g  in t o  a b i t t e r
and permanent r i f t  over O rigen ism  w ith  t h e i r  e rs tw h ile  h o s ts , o n ly  a few
s h o r t ye a rs  a f t e r  t h e i r  v i s i t .  The r u le  observed i n  bo th  Houses was
c e r ta in ly  r ig o ro u s  enough. The day was spen t in  a m ix tu re  o f p ra y e r,
manual w ork, c h a r i ta b le  w ork  f o r  th e  poor and p i lg r im s ,  and th e  s tud y  o f
s c r ip tu r e .  They observed  s ix  hours  o f p ra y e r : a t  dawn, a t  the  t h i r d ,
s ix th  and n in th  h ou rs , a t  even in g  and m id n ig h t. The in te r v e n in g  hours
were f i l l e d  w ith  B ib le  re a d in g , th e  m en ia l ta s k s  o f  the  convent and
o th e r  manual ta sks  such as sew ing. W r it in g  in  398 , Jerome d e s c r ib e d  how
Paula and E ustoch ium , 's h a b b ily  and som bre ly c la d , p o s i t iv e  h e ro in e s  in
com parison  w ith  t h e i r  fo rm e r s e lv e s , t r im  lam ps, l i g h t  f i r e s ,  sweep
f lo o r s ,  c le a n  v e g e ta b le s , p u t cabbage heads in to  th e  b o i l in g  p o t, la y
ta b le s ,  hand round cups, se rve  fo o d , and ru n  to  and f r o  to  w a it  on
o th e r s '.  And b es ides  the  ongo ing  round o f  p r a c t ic a l d is c ip l in e s  and
m o n as tic  housekeep ing, the y  a l lo t t e d  much tim e  to  a g r u e l l in g  schedu le
o f  s tudy  o f  s c r ip tu r e  and th e o lo g y  -  in  these t h e i r  houses th e  women had
no in te n t io n  o f  be ing  r e s t r ic t e d  to  th e  'women's w o rk ' o f  ca re  and
s e rv ic e .  The emphasis f o r  M e lan ia  and Paula both was on th e  'b e t te r
p a r t '  and t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  b r in g  t h i s  aspect to  f r u i t i o n  was ano the r
r e s u l t  and advantage o f  t h e i r  u p b r in g in g ,  (though emphasis was g ive n  to
th e  a t t r ib u t e s  o f  p la y in g  M artha  a ls o ) .  W h ile  t h e i r  male c o lle a g u e s
s tu d ie d  and d is p u te d  [1 7 ]  th e  women fo llo w e d  e q u a lly  demanding academic
sch ed u le s . M e lan ia
tu rn e d  n ig h t  in t o  day p e ru s in g  every w r i t in g  o f  th e  a n c ie n t 
com m entators, in c lu d in g  3 ,000,000  l in e s  o f  O rigan  and 
2 , 500 ,0 0 0  l in e s  o f  G rego ry , S tephen, P ie r iu s ,  B a s il and o th e r 
s tan d a rd  w r i t e r s .  Nor d id  she read them once o n ly  and 
c a s u a lly ,  bu t she la b o r io u s ly  went th rough  each book seven o r 
e ig h t  t im e s .
Paula  and Eustochium  s tu d ie d  Hebrew u n t i l  they co u ld  chan t psalms in  i t  
w ith o u t  a tra c e  o f  a L a t in  a ccen t and t h e i r  knowledge o f  i t  b e tte re d
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Je ro m e 's , as he f r e e ly  a d m itte d ; and, l i k e  M a rc e lla , they  ke p t Jerome a t  
f u l l  p itc h  s u p p ly in g  exegeses, ana lyses  and answers to  her te x tu a l and 
s p i r i t u a l  q u e r ie s .  For a l l  her e v id e n t l i n g u i s t i c  a b i l i t y .  P a u la 's  
in t e r e s t  was n o t th e  t e x t u a l ly  l i t e r a l i s t  approach o f  M a rc e lla , w ith  her 
s c h o la r ly  d is q u is i t io n s  in to  obscure  words and phrases. She p laced  more 
v a lu e , a c c o rd in g  to  Jerome, on th e  m o ra lly  o r s p i r i t u a l l y  e d i fy in g  
messages w h ich , by d e f t  use o f  a l le g o ry ,  co u ld  be e x tra c te d  from  i t .  
And in  p u r s u it  o f  these  she and Eustochium  ke p t Jerome w o rk in g  a t  
breakneck speed. I t  was in  response to  t h e i r  u rg e n t p e t i t io n s ,  he 
a v e rre d , th a t  he embarked on h is  t r a n s la t io n  and commentary o f  O r ig e n 's  
JHpmllies on Ltike., in t e r r u p t in g  o th e r  w ork on w h ich  he was engaged; a t  
t h e i r  in s t ig a t io n ,  a f t e r  some re s is ta n c e ,  he t r ie d  h is  hand as a 
b ib l i c a l  com m entator, when they  clam oured f o r  e x p o s it io n s  o f  S t. Pau l, 
c u lm in a t in g  in  h is  com m entaries P hilem on. Q ji G a la .tia n s  and On
^ h e s ia n s .  P aula  a ls o  ta lk e d  him r e lu c ta n t ly  in to  s u p e rv is in g  her and 
E us to ch ium 's  s tu d ie s  o f  th e  Old and New Testam ents and pushed him to  the  
l i m i t s  o f  h is  le a rn in g  in  her cwn q u e s t;  'Whenever I  s tu c k  f a s t  and 
h o n e s tly  confessed  m y s e lf a t  f a u l t ,  she would by no means r e s t  c o n te n t 
bu t would fo rc e  me by fre s h  q u e s tio n s  to  p o in t  ou t to  her w h ich  o f  many 
d i f f e r e n t  s o lu t io n s  seemed to  me most p ro b a b le . ' [1 8 ]
The r ig o u r s  o f  t h e i r  schedu le  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  were compounded by a
d ie ta r y  and p e rson a l reg im en o f  much h a rd s h ip  and d e p r iv a t io n .  M e lan ia
wore 'r a g s ',  s le p t  on th e  ground, and a s s e rte d  her ascendancy in  t h i s
re s p e c t over an unwary c le r i c  whom she had caught c o o lin g  h is  lim b s  w ith
c o ld  w a te r in  a heatwave by d e c la r in g
How dare you a t  yo u r age, when you r b lood  is  s t i l l  v ig o ro u s , 
thu s  codd le  your f le s h ,  n o t p e rc e iv in g  th e  m is c h ie f  th a t  i s  
engendered by i t ?  . . . I  am in  the  s i x t ie t h  year o f my l i f e ,  
and excep t f o r  th e  t ip s  o f  my f in g e r s ,  n e ith e r  my face  nor my 
fe e t  no r any one o f  my lim b s  have touched w a te r , a lth o u g h  I  am 
a v ic t im  to  v a r io u s  a ilm e n ts  and the  d o c to rs  t r y  to  fo rc e  me.
I  have no t consented to  make th e  custom ary concess ions to  th e  
f le s h ,  never in  my t r a v e ls  have I  re s te d  on a bed o r used a 
l i t t e r .
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Be t h is  as i t  may, Jerome seems to  have tho u gh t th e  a s c e t ic  s tan d a rds  
observed on th e  Mount o f  O liv e s  much la x e r  and le s s  demanding th a n  he 
cons ide red  s u ita b le .  C e r ta in ly  M e la n ia ’ s v ig o u r  was n o t n o t ic e a b ly ,  
d im in is h e d  by t h i s  b e h a v io u r. P au la , on th e  o th e r  hand, m o r t i f ie d  her 
f le s h  to  the  p o in t  o f  enda ng e rin g  h e r h e a lth  and a la rm in g  those  around 
h e r. Jerome, d e s p ite  b e ing  an e n th u s ia s t ic  a d m ire r o f  extrem e a s c e t ic  
p ra c t ic e s  o f  d ie ta r y  a b s tin e n c e  and pe rsona l s lo v e n lin e s s  and s q u a lo r, 
says o f  P a u la 's  customs in  t h i s  re s p e c t ' I  a d m it th a t  in  t h i s  [P a u la ] 
was to o  d e te rm ined , r e fu s in g  to  spare  h e r s e lf  o r l i s t e n  to  a d v ic e ’ . 
B ish op  E p iph a n iu s  even in te rv e n e d  on an o c c a s io n  when she was i l l  to  
induce  her to  take  some w ine ; in s te a d  o f be ing  persuaded, she n e a r ly  
induced him  to  g iv e  up th e  p ra c t ic e .  In  t h is ,  she and her a c o ly te s  were 
p ro v in g  the  c a p a c ity  o f  women to  p ro p e r ly  f o l lo w  exem plary  a s c e t ic
p ra c t ic e s  e s ta b lis h e d  by th e  D e se rt F a th e rs  they  so much adm ired ; on 
the  b as is  o f  e s ta b lis h e d  m ed ica l th e o r ie s  o f the  tim e  o f the  ch a s te n in g  
e f f e c t  o f  a d ie t  c a lc u la te d  to  'd r y '  th e  'w e t hum ours' o f  th e  body, 
th e y , l i k e  Antony and Pachomius, a te  l i t t l e  and coarse  fo o d , and went 
w ith o u t  th e  s le e p  th a t  O r ib a s iu s  w ro te  m o istened th e  body ; i n  th e  b e l ie f  
th a t  'th e  d r ie r  the  body, th e  more th e  sou l f lo u r is h e s ' .  I t  rendered  
th e  body more f i t  to  prey by s ta r v in g  i t  o f  the  p h y s ic a l fu e l f o r
em o tiona l and sexua l im p u lse s . On an eve ry -day  le v e l the  a s c e t ic s ,
women as much as men, c o n t r o l le d  t h e i r  pass ions and s e x u a li ty  th rough  a 
l i f e s t y l e  based on p h y s io lo g y  and a c a r e fu l ly  chosen d ie t .  Je rom e 's  
th e o ry  th a t  p re v io u s ly  m a rr ie d  women were more a t  r i s k  from  te m p ta tio n  
to  f o r n ic a t io n  because o f  t h e i r  knowledge o f e x a c t ly  what they  were 
m is s in g  o u t on m i ^ t  thus  have in f lu e n c e d  P a u la ’ s in s is te n c e  on an
extrem e o f asceel.&; i f  her body was more a t r i s k ,  she may have f e l t  i t
a l l  the  more im p o rta n t to  f o r e s t a l l  any r i s k  o f te m p ta tio n  th rough  
p h y s ic a l c o m fo r t. ( I t  does n o t, however, seem to  have been e f f e c t iv e  in  
d ry in g  up he r tendency to  e m o tio n a l excesses th a t  Jerome had d ep lo re d  in
th e  a fte rm a th  o f  B l e s i l l a ’ s dea th  -  even under the  e f f e c t s  o f  t h is
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l i f e s t y l e ,  she s t i l l  rem ained 'e a s i ly  moved to  sorrow  and crushed by the  
dea ths o f her k in s f o l k '  so th a t  'when one a f t e r  a n o th e r he r husband and 
he r dau g h te rs  f e l l  a s leep , on each o cca s io n  th e  shock o f  t h e i r  lo s s  
endangered h e r l i f e ' . )  [1 9 ]
Those ' i n h e r i t i n g '  t h e i r  a u th o r i t y  in d ic a te  some o f  th e  same 
p re o c c u p a tio n s , n o ta b ly  w ith  s tud y  o f the  s c r ip tu r e  and r ig o ro u s  
observance o f  th e  o f f ic e s ;  th e  extrem es o f  pe rsona l d e p r iv a t io n  re c e iv e  
ra th e r  le s s  a t t e n t io n .  Eustoch ium  q u ie t ly  to o k  over from  he r fo rm id a b le  
m other under c o n d it io n s  rendered  c o n s id e ra b ly  le s s  fa v o u ra b le  by her 
m o th e r 's  a c t io n s ;  as we have seen, Paula had ru n  he r fo u n d a t io n  in to  
c o n s id e ra b le  debt w h ich  'E u s to c h iu m .. . cannot hope to  pay o f f  by her own 
e x e r t io n s ' i n  he r contem pt f o r  w o r ld ly  s e c u r i t ie s .  Eustoch ium  was 
a b ju re d  by Jerome n on e th e le ss  n o t to  abandon th e  'crow d o f  needy 
b ro th e rs  and s is t e r s  whcm i t  i s  hard  f o r  he r to  su p p o rt bu t whom i t  
would be u n d u t i fu l  to  c a s t o f f .  Seem ingly she shou lde red  t h i s  burden 
w ith  C h r is t ia n  su bm iss io n . K e l ly  has p o in te d  o u t,  however, th a t  the  
s i t u a t io n  may have been im proved by some p ro v id e n t ia l  a d v ic e ; found  by 
Je rom e 's  t r a n s la t io n  i n  404, th e  year o f  P a u la 's  dea th , a t  the  
s o l i c i t a t i o n  o f  a p r ie s t  named S ilv a n u s , o f  some fundam enta l w r i t in g s  o f  
Pachomius, in c lu d in g  h is  Rule and the  e x tre m e ly  im p o rta n t D o c tr in e  de 
i jQ S t itu t io n e  monachorum o f  h is  second successor H o rs ie s i.  These 
co n ta in e d  a w e a lth  o f p r a c t ic a l ,  d o w n -to -e a rth  re g u la t io n s  c o n ce rn in g  
n o t o n ly  th e  d a i ly  w o rsh ip  and conduct o f th e  monks and th e  o rg a n is a t io n  
o f  the  v a r io u s  houses bu t a ls o  w ith  the  a g r ic u l t u r a l  ta s k s  o r numerous 
tra d e s  in  w h ich  th e  monks were engaged, w ith  everyone a llo c a te d  w ork in  
p ro p o r t io n  to  h is  s t re n g th  -  p ro v id in g  a s o l id  econom ic fo u n d a t io n  w h ich  
i t  seems Je rom e 's  and P a u la 's  houses la c k e d , w ith  t h e i r  am a teu rish  
a rrangem ents o r ig in a l l y  based on t h e i r  fo u n d re s s ' seem ing ly boundless 
w e a lth . Jerome no tes  in  h is  p re fa ce  th a t  in  b re a k in g  h is  lo n g  s ile n c e  
one o f  h is  o b je c ts  was to  p ro v id e  Eustoch ium  w ith  som eth ing she m ig h t
-  175 -
pass on to  he r s is t e r s  to  p u t in to  p ra c t ic e ,  and to  enab le  h is  own 
b ro th e rs  to  im i ta te  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  E gyp tian  monks; we may c o n je c tu re  
th a t  t h is  p r a c t ic a l  a d v ic e , come a t  the  most oppo rtune  moment, may have 
done much to  h e lp  Eustochium  pu t th e  convent on a more p r a c t ic a l 
f in a n c ia l  f o o t in g .  About he r tim e  in  charge o f the  convent we know 
r e a l ly  v e ry  l i t t l e ;  she g a in s  no more a t te n t io n  from  Jerome in  h is  
le t t e r s .  H aving he lped  i n i t i a t e  th e  house she would be w e ll-p la c e d  to  
m a in ta in  i t ;  she l e f t  th e  fo u n d a t io n  in  good h e a r t to  Paula  the  Younger, 
her n ie ce , on he r own dea th  i n  419.
In  c o n tra s t  to  E u s to ch iu m 's  r e t i r i n g  ways, M e lan ia  the  Younger 
rem ained consp icuous even a f t e r  te rm in a t in g  h e r v i s i t s  to  the  d e s e rt 
co e n o b ite s  and s e t t l i n g  to  r u l in g  he r convent o f  90 women, tw in  to  
P in ia n u s ' house o f  men. Though le c tu r in g  he r c o u s in  Paula the  Younger 
on th e  t ru e  h u m il i t y  necessary in  an a s c e t ic ,  M e lan ia  rem ained a ■Ih ig h - p r o f i le  f ig u r e ,  no ted  f o r  he r c h u rc h -b u ild in g ,  h e r v i s i t s  to  and |
in f lu e n c e  upon tem pora l a u th o r i t ie s  and her h e a lin g  powers, b ro ug h t to  a1bear on , amongst o th e rs ,  the  Empress E udocia  who v is i t e d  M e la n ia ’ s 
convent on her p ilg r im a g e  to  Je rusa lem ; and on a young woman a f f l i c t e d  
w ith  a dead fo e tu s  w h ich  she co u ld  not bear -  made the  occas ion  f o r  an 
o b je c t  le s s o n  f o r  her v i r g in s  on the  curses o f  c h ild b e a r in g ,  from  which 
c h a s t i ty  had d e l iv e re d  them. Though A lb in a  had in s t i t u t e d  and com pleted "j
th e  new m onastery on th e  Mount o f O liv e s , we know M e la n ia  deve loped th e  *j
r u le  f o r  the  governance o f  the  conven t, d e t a i l in g  the  d a i ly  round o f 
p ra y e r and th e  r u le s  o f  s p i r i t u a l  g row th . She a ls o  oversaw the
1c o n s tru c t io n  o f  a n o th e r m onastery f o r  men, d e d ica te d  to  the  c h a n tin g  o f  {I
co n tin u o u s  psalm ody. She fo llo w e d  a s tud y  schedu le  a t  le a s t  as |
demanding as he r g randm o the r’ s , re a d in g  bo th  Testam ents th re e  o r fo u r  
tim e s  a y e a r, p lu s  l i v e s  o f  s a in ts  and th e  F a th e rs , h o m ilie s  and ïf
ca n o n ica l books : 'such  was her e r u d i t io n  th a t  when she read in  L a t in ,  ^
she seemed to  a l l  to  have no knowledge o f Greek, bu t the n  she read  Greek i
■■I"1
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so th a t  i t  seemed she co u ld  no t be a cq u a in te d  w ith  L a t i n . ' F u rth e r she 
cop ied  o u t te x ts  o f  w h ich  she had need and d is t r ib u te d  co p ie s  to  o th e rs ;  
she was known f o r  th e  e legance and c o rre c tn e s s  o f  her m a n u s c r ip ts . She 
s le p t  o n ly  about two hou rs  a n ig h t ,  a c c o rd in g  to  G e ro n tiu s , to  f i t  i n  
her e x a c tin g  t im e ta b le .  Her a s c e t ic  reg im e was s im i la r ly  demanding, 
fo l lo w in g  those  she had read  o f i n  the  L iv e s  o f  the  F a th e rs , w ith  
s p e c ia l d e p r iv a t io n s  f o r  E as te r and the  fe a s t  o f  th e  R e s u rre c tio n . The 
dea ths o f  A lb in a  and P in ia n u s  in  431-2 l e f t  he r in  e x c lu s iv e  c h a r ^  o f 
these  church and m o n a s tic  compounds. [2 0 ]
The in t e r e s t in g  fe a tu re  o f such dynamic le a d e rs h ip  by women o f the  
a r is to c ra c y  i s  how the  com m unities i t  se rves become s u b s e rv ie n t to  
d y n a s tic  ends. They become an e x p re s s io n  o f  what in  la t e r  m ed ieva l 
t im e s  would become known as E ig e n k irc h e n ; th e  community as a fa m ily
concern  in  the  same way as a b us iness  in t e r e s t .  Paula hands on the  I1ir e in s  to  Eustoch ium , and she to  P au la  the  Younger; M e la n ia  the  E ld e r to  j
1A lb in a  and she to  M e lan ia  the  Younger. M a rc e lla  and M acrina  regarded  ;l
it h e i r  m others as n o t io n a l ly  t h e i r  s u p e r io rs  in  r e l i g io n  and had they  had 4
, 'Io b v io u s  fem ale  k in s f o lk  l e f t  s u r v iv in g ,  i t  i s  a f a i r  bet th a t  these  ^1w ould  have succeeded them. Even th e  church comes to  se rve  t h is  end o f  |
d y n a s tic  em pire b u i ld in g .  These women had proved t h e i r  more a b s o lu te  j
devout ness th a n  th e  p io u s  s ig h t- s e e rs  whom the  D e se rt F a th e rs  regarded  «
■1
as such an annoyance, f o r  whcxn m aking the p ilg r im a g e  to  the  h o ly  s i t e s  ï
■jb e fo re  re tu r n in g  to  d o m e s t ic ity ,  and some a lm s g iv in g , were th e  u lt im a te  
e x p re s s io n  o f  p ie ty .  The rew ard f o r  t h e i r  s u p e r io r  perfo rm ance was the  i
le g i t im a t io n  by th e  church and church w r i te r s  o f  t h e i r  s u p e r io r  s ta tu s  -  4,
Iw h ich  had i t s  o r ig in s  in  the  s u p e r io r  b i r t h  a l l  a f fe c te d  to  desp ise  as |
p a r t  o f the  new C h r is t ia n  commonalty. I n te r e s t in g ly ,  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  is  1
i
o v e r t ly  e v id e n t ia l  i n  th e  a t t i t u d e  o f  Paula the  Younger whom M e lan ia  the  i
Younger rebukes as b e in g  p r id e fu l  and co m p o rtin g  h e r s e l f  w ith  to o  much
i
o f  the  h au teu r o f  h e r fa m ily  and c la s s ,  and u n d e rto o k  her gu idance , to  i
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turn her from Roman pomp t o  true humility. The fascination in this is 
in  th e  remembrance th a t  i t  was M e lan ia  who had been b rough t up in  
g randeur in  th e  c e n tre  o f th e  c i v i l i s e d  w o r ld  and Paula who fro m  an
e a r ly  age had been ra is e d  by h e r s a in t ly  a un t Eustochium  in  humble
community l i f e  a t  Beth lehem . B e ing , as i t  w ere, a second g e n e ra tio n  
m onastic  does n o t seem to  have removed any o f  th e  f a m i l i a l  I n c l in a t io n  
to  h au teu r in  t h is  g i r l  ; r a th e r ,  by v i r t u e  o f he r p la ce  in  th e  new 
'a r is to c r a c y  o f  p i e t y ' , she m ig h t have been cons ide red  to  have s t i l l  
more reason to  in d u lg e  i t .  I t  i s  i l lu m in a t in g  a ls o  how a u to m a tic  th e  
assum ption  is  th a t  she i s  t o  ta k e  ove r fro m  h e r a u n t; Eustoch ium *s dea th  
was sudden, when she can h a rd ly  have been more than  f i f t y ,  and Paula was
o n ly  18. And y e t th e re  was no q u e s tio n  f o r  Jerome, th e  community o r
h e r , who was to  succeed Eustoch ium ; and ' f o r lo r n  and w re tc h e d * , she was 
c a lle d  upon t o  assume r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  beyond h e r y e a rs . [2 1 ]
T h is  is  a tendency r e f le c te d  in  o th e r  fo u n d a tio n s , n o t ju s t  tho se  
th a t  were th e  r e s u l t s  o f  th e  p ious  e m p ire -b u ild in g  o f  th e  h ig h
a r is to c ra c y .  The same s t r a in  o f  a ss o c ia te d  h o lin e s s  by k in s h ip  i s  !■1v is ib le  in  many fem ale  community le a d e rs  who had n o t c re a te d  t h e i r  |
domains p e rs o n a lly ;  m ost o f whom we o n ly  know from  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  more |
em inent r e la t iv e s .  There i s  a g re a t s o r o r i t y  o f  women le a d in g  convents  ÿt1who were r e la t iv e s  o f  g re a t p a t r i s t i c  w r i te r s  -  i t  i s  s u re ly  no |
co in c id e n c e  th a t  th e y  ten d  to  end up as th e  s u p e r io r  o f  t h e i r  ;jIe s ta b lis h m e n t, i f  n o t p laced  th e re  as such o r ig in a l l y .  When Antony 
w ith d re w  from  th e  w o r ld ,  he p laced  h is  s is t e r  in  a 'house o f  v i r g i n s ' ,
o f  w h ich  she a fte rw a rd s  became th e  s u p e r io r .  Pachomius p laced  one o f  i
I
th e  two ccm m unities he c re a te d , th e  T a b e n n is i fo u n d a t io n , under h is  j
s is t e r .  Ambrose's s trong -m inded  s is t e r  to o k  to  th e  fem ale  v e rs io n  o f  -j
th e  c lo th  b e fo re  he d id  and headed h e r own House Community, n o t h in de re d  
subsequen tly , one im ag ines , by Am brose's eminence in  th e  same f i e l d .  i
A u g u s tin e 's  s is t e r  a ls o  headed h e r community, w h ich , fo l lo w in g  th e  b es t
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aristocratie  models was then passed on to the leadership of his nleoe; 
i t  i s  a f t e r  th e  fa m ily  le a d e rs h ip  ends th a t  th e  community f a l l s  in t o  
d is o rd e r ,  as we know from  A u g u s tin e ’ s ha rrassed  le t t e r s  to  i t .  
P a lla d iu s  re la te d  th a t  Is id o r e  o f  A le x a n d r ia ’ s s is te r s  had a community 
o f  seven ty  v i r g in s .  E a r ly  in  th e  s ix t h  c e n tu ry , C aesarlus o f  A r le s ’ 
s is t e r  C aesaria  s im i la r ly  headed a community, w h ich  a ls o  was passed on 
to  th e  a u th o r i t y  o f t h e i r  re s p e c t iv e  n ie c e , a ls o  c a l le d  C aesaria , 
S u lp ic iu s  Severus, perhaps la c k in g  c lo s e r  fem ale  co n n e c tio n s , r e l ie d  on 
h is  m o th e r- in - la w , B assu la , to  ru n  th e  fem ale  end o f  th in g s  a t  
P rim u liacum . Having o f te n  been ’ p la c e d ’ in  the se  p o s it io n s  by 
In te re s te d  p a r t ie s ,  these  women do n o t m e r it  so much wooing by t h e i r  
d is t in g u is h e d  r e la t iv e s  and c o n c o m ita n tly  f ig u r e  le s s  in  o u r source 
m a te r ia l ,  though we may f a i r l y  assume th a t  th e y  were ju s t  as 
a u th o r i t a t iv e ,  and p ro b a b ly  more e f f i c i e n t ,  i f  we may read  t h is  in t o  
Jerome and Eustochium  ta k in g  le sso n s  fr< m  th e  systems employed by 
Pachomius and presum ably h is  s is t e r .  [2 2 ]
Monastic woman &t work
The p ro p e r end f o r  t h e i r  o f f i c i a l l y  canvassed a c t i v i t i e s  w ou ld  seem 
to  have been t h e i r  m in is t r y  t o  t h e i r  own sex: e x e rc is in g  th e  fu n c t io n s
o f te a c h in g , le c tu r in g ,  c a te c h iz in g  and a d m in is te r in g  a s s is ta n c e  p r io r  
to  bap tism  were q u ite  p ro p e r when th e  o b je c ts  o f  these  s e rv ic e s  were 
o th e r  women. M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r ,  M e lan ia  th e  Younger and O lym pias a re  
d u ly  a t te s te d  in s t r u c t in g  and c o n v e r t in g  n o ta b le  women (and t h e i r  
m a id se rva n ts ) and c a te c h iz in g  women and p re p a rin g  them f o r  bap tism ,
[ 2 3 ]  However, these  were n o t th e  re s p e c ts  in  w h ich  these  women were 
e x c e p t io n a l.  I  s h a l l  c o n s id e r la t e r  how, indeed , we g a in  more 
in fo rm a tio n  about m onastic  h a b its  and problem s fro m  th e  le s s  c lo s e ly  
observed women o f  lo w e r ra n k  who f in d  t h e i r  way to  p o s it io n s  o f  
a u th o r i t y ;  who were a t  le a s t  t h e i r  e q u a l, i f  n o t more p rom inen t in  these  
-  more everyday -  spheres o f  m onastic  a u th o r i t y .  So th e  a reas we shou ld
-±.  -
c o n s id e r s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  f o r  w h ich  these more e x a lte d  examples o f  the  
genre o f m o n as tic  headsh ip  a re  d is t in c t i v e ,  a re  the  p r a c t ic a l  e x te n ts  o f  
t h e i r  in f lu e n c e  o u ts id e  t h e i r  s p e c i f ic ,  d e f in a b le  a reas o f  c o n t r o l ;  how 
much the (n o t in c o n s id e ra b le )  l ic e n c e  f o r  in te r fe re n c e  the y  d is p la y  i s  
due to  t h e i r  s in g u la r  p o s i t io n  and pe rsona l q u a l i t ie s ,  and how much o f 
i t  i s  p ro v id e d  f o r  w i t h in  the  o f f i c i a l  scope o f  t h e i r  
*jo b - d e s c r ip t io n s ’ .
They f r e q u e n t ly  dem onstra te , f o r  in s ta n c e , a g re a t tendency to  
dom inate the  church  fu n c t io n a r ie s  -  and, c o n v e rs e ly , a g re a t a b i l i t y  to  
r e s is t  be ing  d ire c te d  by those  re p re s e n t in g  th e  church . M e lan ia  the  
E ld e r was in s tru m e n ta l i n  h e a lin g  a f e s te r in g  A n tio ch an  sch ism , 
a c c o rd in g  to  P a l la d iu s ,  a s s is t in g  i n  the  'e d i f i c a t i o n '  o f  'some 400 
monks in  a l l ,  and w in n in g  over e ve ry  h e r e t ic  th a t  den ied th e  H o ly  S p i r i t  
[M e la n ia  and R u f in u s ]  b ro u g h t him to  the  C hurch ’ ; fu r th e rm o re  ’ w ith o u t 
o ffe n d in g  anyone ’ . T h is  i s  a s idesw ipe  a t  Jerom e, who a c c re d ite d  he r 
w ith  a m a lig n  in f lu e n c e  in  the  O r ig e n is t  d is p u te  he conducted w ith  
R u fin u s  -  a s ig n  o f  the  e x te n t  he accorded he r in f lu e n c e .  P a lla d iu s  i s  
a fu r th e r  w itn e s s  th a t  she d id  n o t s c ru p le  a t  le c t u r in g  o f f i c i a l s  o f  the  
church  in  a manner w hich owed b u t l i t t l e  re s p e c t f o r  t h e i r  in h e re n t ly  
s u p e r io r  s ta tu s  as b e ing  men and o rd a in e d : as we have seen, she
h e c to re d  J o v in u s , th e n  a deacon, su bse q ue n tly  b ishop  o f  A sca lon , ’ a
devout and le a rn e d  man’ when she caught him, as she regarded  i t ,  
in d u lg in g  h im s e lf  w ith  a wash in  h o t w ea the r. She a ls o  had a s h o r t way 
w ith  b a c k s lid e rs .  When E va g riu s  P o n ticu s  f e l l  o u t o f  h e a lth  and
p o l i t i c a l  fa v o u r seem ing ly  as a r e s u l t  o f  an i l l i c i t  a f f a i r  o f  the
h e a r t ,  P a l la d iu s  c r e d i t s  M e la n ia  w ith  h e a lin g  h is  m enta l and p h y s ic a l 
angu i s h :
When th e  p h y s ic ia n s  were a t  a lo s s  and co u ld  f in d  no way o f 
cu re , the  b le ssed  M e lan ia  s a id  to  h im ; ’’'Son, yo u r lo n g  i l l n e s s  
does n o t p lease  me. T e l l  me th e re fo re  what a re  you r th o u g h ts .
For t h i s  I l ln e s s  o f  yo u rs  does no t come fro m  G od .”  Then he 
confessed  to  he r the  w ho le  m a tte r . But she s a id  to  h im :
"G ive me yo u r word b e fo re  th e  Lord  th a t  you w i l l  keep to  th e
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mark o f th e  m o n a s tic  l i f e ;  and, s in n e r though I  am, I  w i l l  
p ray th a t  you may be g ra n te d  a fu r lo u g h  o f  l i f e . ”  And he 
consented . So w i t h in  a few days he gp t w e l l ,  and he a rose  and 
re c e iv e d  a change o f  c lo th e s  [ i . e .  c l e r i c a l ,  w h ich  he had 
abandoned] a t  th e  hands o f th e  la d y  h e r s e lf  and went away and 
e x i le d  h im s e lf  in  th e  mount o f N i t r i a ,  w h ich  i s  in  E gyp t.
[2 4 ]
O lym pias by c o n tra s t  was r e la te d  to  have 'addressed  p r ie s ts  
re v e re n t ly ,  and honoured b is h o p s '.  For a l l  t h i s ,  she d e f ie d  T h e o p h ilu s , 
b ish op  o f A le x a n d r ia ,  in  defence o f  her adored Chrysostom , re c e iv in g  
monks e x p e lle d  by him and h o ld in g  h e r s e l f  and he r Community in  se cess ion  
from  communion w ith  J o h n 's  rep lacem ent as b ishop  o f  C o n s ta n tin o p le , 
A rs a c iu s . N e c ta r iu s ,  b ishop  o f  C o n s ta n tin o p le , 'was c o m p le te ly  
persuaded by her even in  m a tte rs  o f  th e  c h u rc h ' -  f o r  f in a n c ia l  
c o n s id e ra t io n s  amongst o th e rs .  A lb in a  and M e la n ia  the  Younger r e s is t  
a l l  a tte m p ts  a t  d i r e c t io n  from  th e  u p s ta r t  b ish op  o f  H ippo, when h is  
c o n g r e ^ t io n  a tte m p t to  compel them to  rem a in  th e re .  They take  l i t t l e  
n o t ic e  o f h is  and B ish o p  A ly p iu s ' c o n te n t io n  th a t  t h e i r  vow, a lb e i t  made 
under d u re ss , shou ld  compel t h ^  to  s ta y , and in  t h e i r  l e t t e r s  to  him do 
n o t h e s ita te  to  take  w hat, from  th e  wounded tone  o f  A u g u s t in e 's  r e p l ie s  
i s  a ve ry  s tro n g  l i n e ,  even to  the  e x te n t o f  v i l i f y i n g  him in  the  
l o c a l i t y .  [2 5 ]
T h is  a t t i t u d e  is  m a n ife s t ly  one o f  th e  advantages o f  t h e i r  
'E ig e n k irc h e n ' s ta n c e ; the y  e v id e n t ly  c o n s id e r them se lves com parable in  
term s o f  a G od -g ive n  a u th o r i t y  to  any mere a p p o in te d  fu n c t io n a ry .  The 
o n ly  men o f  God th e y  do acco rd  re s p e c t as b e in g  more e v id e n t ly  d ire c te d  
by God than  the y  (h a v in g  made n o th in g  o f  the  c la im s  o f  such as E va g riu s , 
Theodosius and A ug u s tine  in  t h i s  re s p e c t)  were the  g re a t h e rm its  and 
c o e n o b ite s  o f  th e  d e s e r ts ;  them se lves o p e ra t in g  fro m  o u ts id e  the  church 
h ie ra rc h y .  These w ere, seem ing ly , the  o n ly  ones a b le  to  s e r io u s ly  
w ith s ta n d  t h e i r  h ighhandedness, and indeed , t h e i r  openhandedness -  and 
m a n ife s t ly  p e rp le x  them by so d o in g . The s ta n d a rd -b e a re rs  o f  a 
C h r is t ia n i t y  t r u e r  to  i t s  o r ig in a l  c o n ce p tio n , and th e  v e ry  f o l k  th a t
— 181 —
these  women were more concerned to  Im press, they  d is t in g u is h e d
them selves by most s t u r d i l y ,  and most s u c c e s s fu lly  evad ing  the  g ild e d
cage o f  a r is t o c r a t i c  a d o p tio n  where m ainstream  c le r ic s  s w i f t l y  knuck led
the  fo reh e ad  when fa c e d  w ith  the  sway and re so u rce s  o f  a member o f the
C e io n i i .  In  v a in  d id  th e  M e lan ias  t r y  to  buy c o e n o b it ic  a p p ro v a l,
Pam bo is  m a n ife s t ly  unim pressed by M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r ,  and by her o bv iou s
p r id e  in  th e  e x te n t o f  her a lm s:
I  rem ained s ta n d in g , e x p e c tin g  to  be honoured o r  g lo r i f i e d  by 
him because o f  my g i f t ,  b u t h e a r in g  n o th in g  from  him , I  s a id  
to  h im : "T ha t you may know. S ir ,  how much th e re  is ,  i t
amounts to  th re e  hundred pounds [o f  s i l v e r ] . ”  But he w ith o u t  
even r a is in g  h is  head answered me: . I f  you had g iv e n  i t  to
me, you w ould  have done w e ll to  t e l l  me; bu t i f  i t  was to  God,
who d id  no t sco rn  th e  two o b o ls , the n  be s i l e n t . ”
He compounded th e  le s s o n  by le a v in g  her a basket on h is  death as ' " I
have n o th in g  e ls e  to  le a v e  y o u . ” ' Even more g a l l in g ly  fa re d  her
g randdaughte r w ith  Abba H ephes tion  when she begged him to  re c e iv e  a
l i t t l e  g o ld  from  her hands. 'B e in g  t o ld  b ru sq u e ly  th a t  he co u ld  do
n o th in g  w ith  i t ' ,  she looked  round h is  c e l l  and saw th a t  indeed he
possessed n o th in g  bu t h is  mat, a basket o f  d ry  b is c u i t s  and a l i t t l e
basket o f s a l t ;  amazed and 'p ro fo u n d ly  moved by the  in e x p lic a b le ,
heaven ly  r ic h n e s s  o f  th e  s a in t ' ,  she made has te  to  r e c t i f y  h is  b lessed
s ta te  by h id in g  some g o ld  in  h is  s a l t  b e fo re  h a s te n in g  away. Not a
l i t t l e  annoyed when he d is c o v e re d  t h is  (many o f  the  D e se rt F a th e rs  f le d
from  go ld  as from  p o is o n , b e l ie v in g ,  n o t u n n a tu ra l ly ,  th a t  w o rry  over
v a lu a b le s  was d e s t r u c t iv e  o f t h e i r  c o n te m p la tiv e  peace o f  m in d ),
the  man o f  God ra n  a f t e r  them, h o ld in g  o u t the  g o ld  and
sh o u tin g , ”What am I  supposed to  do w ith  t h i s ? ” The b lessed  
M e lan ia  s a id  to  h im , ”G ive  i t  to  those  in  n e e d .”  B u t he
in s is te d  th a t  he co u ld  n e ith e r  keep i t  nor d is t r ib u t e  i t ,  f o r  
the  good reason  th a t  the  a rea  was a d e s e rt and he would be 
u im b le  to  f in d  th e re  anyone in  need.
-  those  who were in  th a t  w ild e rn e s s  presum ably be ing  deemed to  share h is
a t t i t u d e .  B e ing  q u i te  unab le  to  persuade M e la n ia  o f  t h i s  o r g e t her to
take  back her g o ld , he made h is  p o in t  s t i l l  more e lo q u e n t ly  by th ro w in g
i t  in  th e  r i v e r .  M e la n ia  J u n io r  proved h e r s e l f  no t q u i te  as a p t a p u p il
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in  t h i s  re s p e c t as her grandm other (who used h e r s e l f  to  t e l l  th e  Pambo 
s to ry  to  he r own d is c o m fo r t)  and went on s u r r e p t i t io u s ly  le a v in g
d e p o s its  o f  money 'u s in g  s p i r i t u a l  s u b te r fu g e ' in  th e  c e l ls  o f  'many 
o th e r  h o ly  a n c h o r ite s  and p io us  v i r g in s  who d id  n o t w ish  to  a cce p t 
a n y th in g ’ f o r  'sh e  co n s id e re d  indeed  th a t  i t  was as much a s p i r i t u a l  
p r o f i t  and a v e ry  g re a t b e n e f i t  f o r  the  s o u l,  as to  succour the  s a in ts  
by t h is  means' -  re g a rd le s s  o f  what they w ished. Sm all wonder
A u g u s tin e , A ly p iu s  and A u re l iu s  were so anx iou s  to  persuade h e r and
P in ia n u s  th a t  t h e i r  fo r tu n e s  were b e t te r  o f f  b e ing  used to  endow
churches and m o n a s te rie s  ra th e r  tha n  to  feed  the  poo r. Even i f  C h r is t
d id  say 'w hat ye do f o r  th e  le a s t  o f  these , ye have a ls o  done f o r  m e ',
the  b is h o p s ' a d v ic e  was ' i f  you g iv e  money to  the  poo r, i t  i s  gone a g a in  
tom orrow . I f  you g iv e  revenue to  a m onastery, you w i l l  endow i t
p e rm a n e n tly '.  [2 6 ]
However, th e  advantage o f  t h e i r  unconsc ious r e te n t io n  o f  
w o rld -b a se d  a rrogance  was th a t  these  women co u ld  and w ou ld  m o b ilis e  
e q u a lly  fo rm id a b le  and i r r e s i s t i b l e  powers in  defence o f th e  c le rg y  -  
p a r t i c u la r l y  ' t h e i r '  c le rg y ,  ju s t  as the  m o n as tic  fo u n d a tio n s  were 
' t h e i r '  fo u n d a tio n s . In  th e  in s e c u re  w o rld  o f  the  tim e , th e  l i f e  o f  a 
c le r i c  was p a r t i c u la r l y  haza rdous, s in ce  as w e ll  as th e  dangers o f  a 
v a r ie ty  o f m arauding ho rdes , n o t le a s t  t h e i r  own p e a sa n try , the y  were 
a ls o  l ia b le  to  be hau led  in to  a church squabble and have to  f le e  even 
sa fe  e n v iro n s . Thus Pambo, P aphnu tius , Is id o r e  and companions m ig h t 
have cocked a p ro p e r ly  unim pressed snook a t  M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r 's  
m a t e r ia l i s t i c  p re o c c u p a tio n s  when she f i r s t  appeared, but th e y  soon had 
need o f  her m a te r ia l p ossess ions  when the p re fe c t  o f  A le x a n d r ia  banished 
th a n  and v a r io u s  o th e rs  t o  P a le s t in e  and she 'fo l lo w e d  them and 
m in is te re d  to  them from  h e r own m oney.. . se rva n ts  b e ing  fo rb id d e n  th e m ...  
w e a rin g  th e  d re ss  o f  a young s la v e  she b rough t them in  th e  even ings what 
they r e q u ir e d '.  H osts o f  c le rg y  from  C o n s ta n tin o p le  and i t s  e n v iro n s
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s im i la r ly  were dependent on O lym pias f o r  t h e i r  s u b s is ta n c e :
She d id  more to  m a in ta in  th e  b lessed  N e c ta r iu s  -  so much so 
th a t  he even to o k  he r a d v ic e  in  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  a f f a i r s  -  and I  
need n o t m e n tio n  A m p h ilo ch iu s , O ptim us, G re g o riu s , P e te r th e  
b ro th e r  o f  B a s i l ,  and E p ip h a n iu s , B ishop  o f  Cyprus, those  
s a in ts  to  whom she a c tu a l ly  made g i f t s  o f  la n d  and money.
When Optim us was d y in g  in  C o n s ta n tin o p le , she c lo se d  h is  eyes 
w ith  her cwn hands. B es ides th e se , she g en e ro us ly  p ro v id e d  
e v e ry th in g  the y  re q u ire d  f o r  th e  w re tched  A n tio ch u s , A cac ius , 
and S e ve rla n u s ; and, to  pu t i t  b r ie f l y ,  f o r  every  p r ie s t  who 
v is i t e d  th e  c i t y ,  and a h o s t o f  a s c e t ic s  and v i r g in s
-  e a rn in g  h e r s e l f  a rebuke by Chrysostom f o r  g iv in g  to o  r a s h ly :  * I
app laud  yo u r in te n t io n s ;  b u t w ou ld  have you know th a t  those  who a s p ire
to  th e  p e r fe c t io n  o f  v i r t u e  ought to  d is t r ib u t e  t h e i r  w e a lth  w ith
prudence. You, however, have been bes tow ing  w e a lth  on the  w e a lth y ,
w h ich  i s  as u s e le s s  as i f  you had c a s t i t  in  th e  s e a '.  The prudence
th is  presum ably engendered enab led  her to  donate t o  him f o r  h is  church
'10 ,000  pounds o f  g o ld , 20,000  o f  s i l v e r  and a l l  her re a l e s ta te  from
the  p ro v in c e s  o f Thrace, G a la t ia ,  Cappadocia Prima and B i t  by n ia ' .  The
anonymous LiJCê i î f  ULym pias, Deaconess a lso  s ta te s  th a t  she gave him a l l
th e  r e s t  o f  her p ro p e r ty ,  ' in c lu d in g  her in te r e s t  in  th e  p u b lic  bread
s u p p ly ' -  b u t as w ith  Je rom e 's  s ta te m e n ts  o f a b s o lu te  la rg e s s e , t h is
shou ld  no t be ta k e n  to o  l i t e r a l l y ,  s in ce  she was s t i l l  m a n ife s t ly  w e ll
a b le  to  p ro v id e  f o r  h is  own subsequent needs 'a f t e r  he was ban ished, and
those  w ith  h im ' a f t e r  f a l l i n g  in to  d is p u te  w ith  the  Empress and a
p ow e rfu l f a c t io n  in  th e  B yza n tin e  church . Even T h e o p h ilu s  the  b ishop  o f
A le x a n d r ia , who had been in  th e  m ain re s p o n s ib le  f o r  J o h n 's  d e p o s it io n ,
and in c u r re d  he r subsequent e rm ity  a fte rw a rd s  had had re co u rse  to
O lym p ia s ' c h a r i t y ;  'How o f te n  do you suppose he k is s e d  O lym p ia s ' knees
when he hoped to  g e t money f r a n  h e r , the  woman whom he now r e v i le s ;
w h ile  she th rew  h e r s e lf  upon the  ground in  v e x a t io n , and shed te a rs  a t
such th in g s  be ing  done by a b is h o p . ' [2 7 ]
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Nor was f in a n c ia l  th e  o n ly  k in d  o f  su p p o rt Chrysostom  re c e iv e d  from
O lym pias w h ile  in  e x i le .  She was one o f h is  m ain in s tru m e n ts  in  h is
m anoeuvring and k e p t him in fo rm e d , in  c o n ta c t w ith  h is  a l l i e s ,  and a c ted
as h is  r ig h t  arm. From h is  l e t t e r s  r e p o r t in g  the  g is t  o f  what she has
s a id  (h e rs  in  t h e i r  a c tu a l fo rm , t y p i c a l l y  do not s u rv iv e )  we know th a t
she ke p t him in  c o n ta c t w ith  th e  B ishop  o f  Mesopotam ia, passed on
le t t e r s  he wanted c ir c u la te d  in  C o n s ta n tin o p le , sought h is  a dv ice  about
the  a tte m p t to  make the  b ishop  o f  Ephesus re s ig n  and she had to  p la y  f o r
tim e  when th e  G oths demanded th a t  a new b ishop  be a p p o in te d : she was,
in  f a c t ,  a key agen t in  C hrysos tom 's  p o l i t i c a l  m anoeuvrings w h ile  in
e x i le .  For t h i s  i s  th e  o th e r s id e  to  th e  dynamic le a d e rs h ip  e x e rc is e d
by p io u s  a r is t o c r a t i c  women: armed w ith  t h e i r  m ora l r ig h te o u s n e s s , th e y
c o u ld  s a l ly  unconce rned ly  in to  b a t t le  w ith  fo rm id a b le  a u th o r i t ie s  in  th e
knowledge th a t  when they to o k  up the  cu dge ls  f o r  a fo ra y  in to  the  m en's
p re se rve  o f  p u b lic  a f f a i r s ,  because o f  t h e i r  s p e c ia l m o t iv a t io n  they
w ould  re c e iv e  a p p ro b a tio n , n o t v i l i f i c a t i o n ,  f o r  t h e i r  unw om anliness.
To be 'm a n ly ' was the  p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs ' h ip e s t  acco lade  f o r  m atronae.
I t  was accorded , f o r  in s ta n c e , to  O lym pias, who though a 'm odest woman',
seems to  have had l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l t y  in  o u t fa c in g  the  a u th o r i t ie s .
B esides th e  above a c t i v i t i e s ,  she was a ls o  summoned as a w itn e s s  and
then  t r ie d  by the  p re fe c t  o f  C o n s ta n tin o p le  in  co n n e c tio n  w ith  the  f i r e
in  th e  c a th e d ra l,  on w hich o cc a s io n  she to o k  the  o f fe n s iv e ,  a s s e r t in g ,
'my p as t l i f e  ought to  a v e r t  a l l  s u s p ic io n  f r o n  m e ', and in s is t in g  th a t
i f  he had any re a l p ro o f 'you  ought to  appear as our accuser in s te a d  o f
s i t t i n g  as o u r ju d g e '.  Her obduracy trium phed  in  t h i s  and the  p re fe c t
'adop ted  a no th e r to n e ' and t r ie d  by p e rsua s io n  to  a t  le a s t  p re ve n t her
and h e r la d ie s  from  seced ing  from  communion w ith  the  b ish o p :
A l l  [ th e  la d ie s ]  d e fe r re d  to  th e  a dv ice  o f th e  p re fe c t  w ith  
the  e x c e p tio n  o f  O lym pias, who s a id  to  him , " I t  i s  n o t j u s t  
th a t ,  a f t e r  h a v in g  been p u b l ic ly  ca lu m n ia te d , w ith o u t h a v in g  
had a n y th in g  proved a g a in s t me, I  shou ld  be o b lig e d  to  c le a r  
m y s e lf o f charges t o t a l l y  unconnected w ith  the  o r ig in a l  
q u e s t io n .  L e t me ta ke  counse l co n ce rn in g  the  o r ig in a l  
a c c u s a tio n  th a t  has been p re fe r re d  a g a in s t me. F o r, even i f
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you r e s o r t  to  u n la w fu l com pu ls ion , I  w i l l  no t h o ld  communion 
w ith  those  fro m  whom I  ough t to  secede, no r consent to  
a n y th in g  th a t  i s  c o n tra ry  to  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f  p ie t y . ”  The 
p re fe c t ,  f in d in g  th a t  he co u ld  n o t p re v a il upon he r to  h o ld  
communion w ith  A rs a c iu s , d ism isse d  her th a t  she m ig h t c o n s u lt  
w ith  th e  a d vo ca te s . [2 8 ]
P a lla d iu s  l in k s  M e la n ia  th e  E ld e r and O lym pias in  h is  n a r r a t iv e ,  as in
h is  s ta tem en t o f  t h e i r  m a n lin e ss  in  defence o f th e  T ru th ;  and in  t h is ,
thQT show th e  same te n d e n c ie s . M e la n ia , summoned to  accoun t f o r  te n d in g
to  th e  N i t r ia n  p r ie s ts  e x i le d  by the  p re fe c t o f  A le x a n d r ia , makes a
re d o u b ta b le  f ig u r e .
The c o n s u la r o f  P a le s t in e  g o t to  know o f i t ,  and w is h in g  to  
f i l l  h is  p o cke t, th o u g h t he would t e r r i f y  h e r . And h a v in g  
a r re s te d  h e r, he threw  her in t o  p r is o n , ig n o ra n t th a t  she was 
a la d y .  B u t she t o ld  h im ; ” For my p a r t ,  I  am S o -an d -S o 's  
daugh te r and S o-and-S o*s w ife ,  bu t I  am C h r is t 's  s la v e . And 
do no t d esp ise  the  cheapness o f  my c lo th in g .  For I  am a b le  to  
e x a l t  m y s e lf i f  I  l i k e ,  and you cannot t e r r i f y  me in  t h i s  way 
o r ta ke  any o f  my goods. So the n  I  have t o ld  you t h is ,  l e s t  
th rough  igno ra n ce  you shou ld  in c u r  ju d ic ia l  a c c u s a tio n s . For 
one m ust, in  d e a lin g  w ith  in s e n s a te  people  be as audac ious as 
a hawk. ”
She too  won th e  day, re s o u n d in g ly :  th e  ju d g e , 'r e c o g n iz in g  the
s i t u a t io n ' ,  made h a s ty  and a d v is a b le  re p a ra t io n ,  and 'b o th  made an 
apo logy and honoured h e r, and gave o rd e rs  th a t  she shou ld  succour the  
s a in ts  w ith o u t h in d ra n c e '.  [2 9 ]
M e la n ia  the  Younger e x e rc is e d  a degree o f  dominance over the  
tem po ra l a u th o r i t ie s  to o . When in  436 her u n c le  V o lu s ia n  (h e r m o th e r 's  
b ro th e r )  in v i te d  he r to  th e  im p e r ia l c o u r t  in  C o n s ta n tin o p le  f o r  the  
w edding o f  th e  W estern Emperor V a le n t in ia n  I I I  to  E udoxia , daughte r o f  
th e  E a s te rn  Emperor Theodosius I I ,  she accep ted , in  th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e  
w ith  the  p la n  o f  c o n v e r t in g  he r s t i l l  pagan u n c le , a c c o rd in g  to  
G e ro n tiu s  -  P e te r Brown sugges ts  she may have had more p ra gm a tic  m o tiv e s  
such ' as a s s is t in g  w ith  a d y n a s t ic  m a rria g e , ju s t  as V o lu s ia n u s  may have 
had more p ra gm a tic  reasons th a n  her in s p ir a t io n a l  presence f o r  h is  
u lt im a te  c o n v e rs io n , such as th e  fe a r  o f  f o r c ib le  c o n v e rs io n  by 
Theodosius. Once in  C o n s ta n tin o p le , however, M e lan ia  d id  n o t s c ru p le  to  
th row  h e r s e lf  in to  the  th ic k  o f the  r e l ig io u s  s t r i f e  o f  the  c i t y ,
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g a th e r in g  about he r a c i r c le  o f  women from  the  c o u r t  'and o th e r persons 
o f  g re a t b r i l l i a n c e  and c u l t u r e '  whom she in s t r u c te d  in  o rth o d o x  
th e o lo g y , a g a in s t  th e  he resy  o f  N e s to r iu s , e n l i s t in g  the  su p p o rt o f  
Lausus, ch a m b e rla in  to  Theodosius (a n o ta b ly  p io us  man, he was a ls o  th e  
d e d ica te e  o f  P a l la d iu s ' L a u s iac H is to ry :)  and a t some stage w in n in g  th e  
f r ie n d s h ip  o f  th e  Empress E udocia , Subsequent t o  t h is ,  when Eudocia  
f u l f i l l e d  he r vow to  go to  th e  H o ly Land on p ilg r im a g e  a f t e r  her 
d a u g h te r 's  w edd ing , M e la n ia  was th e  o bv ious  person to  a c t as he r g u id e , 
jo u rn e y in g  t o  S id on  to  meet th e  Empress and c o n d u c tin g  her back to  and 
around Je rusa lem , in c lu d in g  a round he r own fo u n d a tio n s  -  now in  need o f  
ano th e r cash in je c t io n  to  s u p p o rt he r new jaarjfcyrlum where a community o f  
monks co u ld  chan t p e rp e tu a l p ra is e s  -  b e fo re  e s c o r t in g  her back to  
Caesarea. M e lan ia  e x e rc is e d  a k in d  o f  s ta te -s a n c tio n e d  a s c e tic is m  th a t  
s t i l l  had i t s  c o n n e c tio n s  w ith  the  o u ts id e  w o r ld ;  m a n ife s t in g  i n  t h is  
more in f lu e n c e  tha n  he r c o u s in  Paula the  Younger, who, though he r s o c ia l 
equa l and o f  e q u iv a le n t  s ta tu s  as a r e l ig io u s ,  i s  no t a t te s te d  as be ing  
in v o lv e d  in  the  im p e r ia l v i s i t ,  though she is  back in  ev idence  in  
M e la n ia 's  deathbed scene. M e lan ia  may have rebuked P a u la 's  p r id e ,  bu t 
her own p re te n s io n s  to  w o r ld ly  power were c o n s id e ra b ly  more in  ev id en ce , 
[3 0 ]
T h is  was a v i s ib le  a l t e r in g  o f  the  accep ted  s ta tu s  q iw . Women in  
t h i s  p o s i t io n ,  p o r tra y e d  as th e  s e rv a n ts  o f  God, were p u rs u in g  s e rv ic e  
o f a k in d  th a t  b a re ly  m e r its  the  name; they w ere, in  f a c t ,  m a n ife s t in g  a 
ta le n t  f o r  f u l f i l l i n g  a p u b lic  and s o c ia l r o le  o f  maximum v i s i b i l i t y .  
They a l l  seem to  a ch ie ve  a k in d  o f  le g it im a c y  a c c o rd in g  to  t h e i r  
c h ro n ic le r s  because o f  becoming endowed w ith  d e f in a b le  p o s it io n s  a rg u in g  
le g it im a te  a u t h o r i t y ;  a l l  the  accoun ts  o f them a re  w r i t t e n  from  
h in d s ig h t  o f  t h e i r  o f f i c i a l  m in is t r ie s  as fou n d resse s  o f  e s ta b lis h e d  
com m un ities . But they  a l l  m a n ife s t e x a c t ly  these  ta le n ts  f o r  
a u th o r ita t iv e n e s s  e q u a lly  b e fo re  a t t a in in g  these  'r a n k s ',  when the y  had
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no more s ta tu s  tha n  any o f th e  p io u s  s ig h ts e e rs  who co u ld  be e q u a lly  
im p e rio u s  -  such as the  t r ib u n e 's  w ife  we have seen h a i l in g  Abba 
H i la r io n  o u t o f  h is  is o la t io n ,  and th e  a rro g a n t 's e n a to r ia l  v i r g i n '  to  
whom A rse n ius  gave such a re p rim a n d  f o r  i n s is t in g  on se e in g  him a f t e r  
b e in g  g iv e n  h is  r e fu s a l .  There can be l i t t l e  doubt th a t  b e ing , in  the  
la s t  a n a ly s is ,  under vows, o b ta in e d  s u p p o rt f o r  the  k in d  o f  e n te rp r is e s  
th a t  o th e rw is e  w ould have been d i f f i c u l t  to  c a rry  o f f  w ith  
e c c le s ia s t ic a l  a p p ro v a l.
N o n -a ris to cra tic  m in is tr ie s
Ccmimunity headship
T h is  must b r in g  us to  a c o n s id e ra t io n  and com parison  o f  women who 
e x e rc is e d  le a d in g  r o le s  in  com m un ities, bu t o f  a non-dynam ic, 
n o n -c re a t iv e  k in d , and so who were le s s  h ig h - p r o f i le ;  women who were 
n e ith e r  owners o f e x te n s iv e  p ro p e r ty ,  nor s is t e r s ,  a u n ts , n ie ces  o r 
m o th e rs - in -1  aw o f  famed e c c le s ia s t ic s ,  bu t who s t i l l ,  from  r e la t i v e ly  
humble backgrounds, and w ith  n o th in g  bu t them se lves to  a t t r a c t  
a t te n t io n ,  make i t  in t o  th e  sou rces . U n s u rp r is in g ly ,  a number o f  them 
a re  from  th e  D e se rt-b ase d  so u rces , who a re  fa s c in a te d  w ith  the  a b i l i t y  
o f  th e  l i t t l e  man -  and woman -  to  c re a te  sweetness in  th e  w ild e rn e s s : 
th e  Apophthegm ata Patrum in  a l l  i t s  v a r io u s  in c a rn a t io n s ,  th e  H is to n ta  
Monachorum, and th e  u b iq u ito u s  P a lla d iu s .  Knowing l i t t l e  about how such 
women had a t ta in e d  t h e i r  p o s i t io n s ,  o r the  q u a l i f i c a t io n s  deemed 
s u ita b le  f o r  le a d e rs h ip  i f  one d id  n o t preempt th e  q u e s t io n  by fo u n d in g  
the  e s ta b lis h m e n t o n e s e lf ,  we can y e t  g a in  v a lu a b le  in s ig h t  in to  fem ale  
e c c le s ia s t ic a l  'em p loym ent' as p ro v id e d  by co nve n tu a l l i f e  a t  t h i s  tim e  
by exam in ing  the  fu n c t io n s  and concerns o f  these  more t y p ic a l  m onastic  
women, le s s  l i k e l y  to  be in te r r u p te d  by m ira cu lo u s  e v e n ts , l i t e r a r y  
c o n tro v e rs ie s  o r ro y a l v i s i t a t io n s .
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H i# i amongst these  ra n k  Amma Theodora and Amma S y n c le t ic a j a lth o u g h  
everyday m o n a s tic s , tha y  a re  u n p a ra lle le d  in  our sources f o r  h a v in g  what 
p u rp o r ts  to  be t h e i r  cwn words -  th e  te a c h in g  o f  women -  p re se rved  by 
men. T h is  must be e n te re d  in to  w ith  re s e rv a t io n s ,  f o r  t h e i r  te s tim o n y  
comes from  th e  Apophthegm ata , th e  S ayings o f  the  fa th e rs ,  th e  p ro d u c t o f  
'an  e s s e n t ia l ly  f l u i d  and chang ing  t r a d i t i o n '  w h ich  were passed on 
th rou g h  many hands and memories w ith  a c c re t io n s  and w rong a t t r ib u t io n s ,  
be ing  rega rded  p r im a r i ly  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  e d i f i c a t io n  ra th e r  than  a t ru e  
h is t o r i c  w itn e s s  to  th e  say ings  o f  a g iv e n  person . However, f o r  us i t  
i s  more th a n  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  i n  even these  u n r e l ia b le  c o n d it io n s ,  the  
te a c h in g  o f  th re e  women was deemed to  be e d i fy in g ,  and w o rth y  o f  
re p re s e n ta t io n  and c o l le c t io n  under t h e i r  own names. The t h i r d  i s  Amma 
Sarah, who as a s o l i t a r y  i s  even more unprecedented , and w i l l  be 
co ns ide re d  in  a se pa ra te  c o n te x t ,  w h ile  Theodora and S y n c le t ic a  were a t  
le a s t  f a m i l ia r  and id e n t i f ia b le  in  t h e i r  r o le  as abbesses o f  conven ts  o f  
nuns; i t  may be s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  in  t h is  p o s i t io n  the y  seem to  have been 
th e  c o n f id a n te  and a d v is o r  o f  monks, whereas Sarah, ta k in g  on a 
s p i r i t u a l  ta s k  much h e a v ie r  -  and v e ry  ra re  in  women -  f o r  a l l  th a t  her 
sa y in gs  were p re se rve d , e v id e n t ly  a t t r a c te d  a c e r ta in  amount o f h o s t i le  
a t t e n t io n .
Theodora may be id e n t i f i a b le  w ith  the  woman o f  the  same name 
m entioned by P a l la d iu s ,  'th e  w ife  o f  a t r ib u n e ,  who reached such a depth  
o f  p o ve rty  th a t  she became a r e c ip ie n t  o f  a lm s, and f i n a l l y  d ie d  in  th e  
m onastery o f  H esych ias near the  s e a '.  C e r ta in ly  the  Theodora o f  the  
Sayings was a woman o f  e d u c a tio n , and th e  p ro d u c t o f  a w e l l- to - d o  
background. Her sa y in g s  r e f le c t  a w id e r w o r ld  than  i s  d is p la y e d  by many 
o f  th e  abbas, numbers o f  whom o r ig in a te d  from  the  i l l i t e r a t e  E g y p tia n  
p e a sa n try , i n  whose company th e  in d u lg e n ce s  d is p la y e d  by such as 
A rse n iu s  'th e  Roman' were noted as s ta n d in g  o u t, and whose say ings  were 
more concerned w ith  everyday e x ig e n c ie s  o f nou rish m e n t, w ork and the
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p ass ion s . In  the  sa y in g s  a t t r ib u t e d  to  Theodora, we f in d  a s c r ip t u r a l  
q u e s t io n  to  th e  com bative  A rch b isho p  T h e o p h ilu s  o f  A le x a n d r ia ; a sa y in g  
about the d if fe re n c e  in  the  te a c h in g  o f  C h r is t ia n s  and Manichees 
co n ce rn in g  th e  body; and re fe re n c e s  to  'a  monk who had been r i c h '  and 
' s i t t i n g  a t  a ta b le  where th e re  a re  many c o u rs e s '.  T heodora 's  p o s i t io n  
seems to  have been one o f  a w id e ly  a c c e s s ib le  and w id e -ra n g in g  te a ch e r 
and sage. A number o f  q u e s tio n s  she answers were p u t to  her by 'an  o ld  
man' ( th e  g e n e r ic  name f o r  the  d e s e r t -d w e ll in g  m o n a s tic ) ,  many o f  whom 
she e v id e n t ly  c o u n s e lle d ; monks f ig u r e  la r g e ly  in  th e  in s t r u c t io n a l  
ta le s  she t o ld .  Her s u b je c t m a tte r in c lu d e s  a n a lyse s  o f  the  a s c e t ic  
l i f e ,  th e o lo g ic a l in s ig h ts  on the  body, r e s u r re c t io n ,  and h u m il i t y ,  and 
pronouncements on th e  r a t io n a le  f o r  te a c h in g  and th e  q u a l i t ie s  o f  mind 
necessary in  a te a c h e r ; p a tie n c e , h u m il i t y ,  a la c k  o f d e s ire  f o r  
d o m in a tio n  and v a in g lo r y  -  above a l l ,  'he  must be t e s te d '.  [3 1 ]
I f  Theodora seems to  be p re s id in g  over a w e ll- b re d  d e s e rt symposium 
o f  m ixed company, S y n c le t ic a  speaks to  us more from  the  bounda ries  o f  
he r community, and he r sa y in gs  are  d e r iv e d  frcxn her shrewd, 
d o w n -to -e a rth  o b s e rv a tio n s  upon i t .  She uses th e  im agery o f the  la u n d ry  
and th e  in f i r m a r y ,  the  m a rk e t-p la c e  and the  d in n e r - ta b le  to  ana lyse  the  
t r i a l s  and te m p ta tio n s  o f  th e  a s c e t ic  l i f e  f o r  the  b e n e f i t  o f  her nuns; 
and as d is t in c t  fro m  T h eo d o ra 's  l o f t y  c o n s id e ra t io n s , th e re  is  a more 
d i r e c t  and p i th y  commonsense in  S y n c le t ic a 's  pronouncem ents such as 'do  
no t f i l l  y o u r s e lf  w ith  bread and you w i l l  n o t want w ine* and 'when you
have to  f a s t ,  do n o t p re te n d  you a re  i l l ' .  She a ls o  has a b lu n t re a lis m
about e x tre m is t  obse rvances : 'Obedience is  p re fe ra b le  to  a s c e t ic is m .
The one teaches p r id e  and th e  o th e r  h u m i l i t y . ' and 'T he re  a re  many who 
l i v e  in  the  m ounta ins  and behave as though they  were in  the  town and 
they  a re  w a s tin g  t h e i r  t im e . I t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  be a s o l i t a r y  in  o n e 's  
m ind w h ile  l i v i n g  in  a crowd and i t  i s  p o s s ib le  f o r  one who i s  a
s o l i t a r y  to  l i v e  in  th e  crowd o f  h is  own th o u g h ts . ' She counse ls  on
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d is p u te s  and g rie va n ce s  in  th e  tone o f  one who has s e t t le d  mary such 
amongst th e  s is t e r s ;  on te m p ta t io n , n e g lig e n ce  and m o d e ra tio n  as a 
v e te ra n  who has seen many fo rm s o f e r ro r  and in d u lg e n c e . S y n c le t ic a  
a ls o , l i k e  Theodora, has o p in io n s  on te a c h in g , and the  necessary 
q u a l i f i c a t io n s  f o r  i t ,  w hich a re  o f  a p iece  w ith  t h i s  pragm atism ; w h ile  
T heodora 's  p r i o r i t i e s  a re  s u ita b le  q u a l i t ie s  o f  m ind, S y n c le t ic a  
co n s id e re d  ' i t  i s  dangerous f o r  anyone to  teach  who has n o t f i r s t  been 
t ra in e d  in  the  " p r a c t ic a l ”  l i f e ' ,  s in c e  w h ile  words m ig h t le a d  to  
s a lv a t io n ,  e v i l  b eh a v io u r c e r ta in ly  le d  to  d o w n fa ll.  [ 32 ]
A few o th e r  ammas o f  t h is  s tra tu m  we do know a b o u t, a ltho u gh  no t 
from  th e  honour o f  t h e i r  te a c h in g s  be ing  p re se rved . P a lla d iu s ,  be ing  
concerned, as he says, to  f a i r l y  re p re s e n t the  case o f  women a ls o , s in ce  
many th e re  were in  th e  d e s e rt ' t o  whom God has a p p o rtio n e d  la b o u rs  equal 
to  those  o f  m en ', c a r e fu l ly  p re sen ts  some p e r s o n a l i t ie s  as exem plars 
amongst h is  g e n e r a l i t ie s  about th e  com m unities o f  women: some o f the
th in g s  he says abou t them be ing  f a r  more re v e a lin g  abou t the  s ta te  o f  
community l i f e  when i t  was no t so exem pla ry . I t  i s  i l lu m in a t in g  what he 
f in d s  most n o ta b le  about the  convent o f  Amma T a l is ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ; she 
was
an o ld  woman who had spent e ig h ty  yea rs  in  a s c e t ic is m , as she 
and the  n e igh b ou rs  t o ld  me. W ith  her d w e lt s ix t y  young women 
who lo v e d  her so g r e a t ly  th a t  no key even was f ix e d  on the  
o u te r  w a ll o f  th e  m onaste ry , as in  o th e r  m o n a s te rie s , bu t th e y  
were ke p t in  by lo v e  o f h e r.
T h is  was e v id e n t ly  an im p re s s iv e  fe a t  in  the  head o f  a convent and w o rth
h ig h l ig h t in g .  E g e ria  a ls o  g iv e s  us a no the r abbess a t  w ork, in  he r
f i lg r im a g e  ; in d ee d , t h i s  woman i s  th e  o n ly  person she m en tions by name
ra th e r  than  by fu n c t io n ,  and e v id e n t ly  w ith  g re a t a f f e c t io n :  t h i s  i s
'my ve ry  dear f r ie n d ,  th e  h o ly  deaconess M arthana, to  whose l i f e
everyone in  the  East bears w itn e s s ' who governs th e  m o nastic  c e l ls  o f
'h o ly  m onastics  o r a p o ta c t i te s ,  bo th  men and women' a t ,  s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,
the  m a rty riu m  o f  S t. T h e d a  near S e le u c ia . E g e ria  i s  w r i t i n g  to  assure
— 191 “
h e r s is te r s  o f  th e  p a r t i c u la r  d e v o tio n  th a t  i s  pa id  t o  S t* T h e d a  
s t i l l ,  and o f someone who, h a l f  a w o rld  away, ' I s  c a r ry in g  on th e  l i v i n g  
t r a d i t i o n  o f  an e c d e s la s t lc a l  woman w ith  a u th o r i ty  and r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  
as a re  th e y * .  P o s s ib ly ,  Marthana Is  s p e c ia l ly  n o t ic e d  because she Is  
th e  o n ly  person In  th e  jo u rn a l th a t  E g e ria  c o n s id e rs  a f r ie n d  and a 
co lle a g u e  and an e c d e s la s t lc a l  e q u a l. [3 3 ]
In  t h i s  c o n n e c tio n  e x is ts  a ls o  a n o th e r v a r ie ty  o f  d e d ica te d  l i f e  o f  
some re le va n ce  In  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  m onastic  l i f e  g iv in g  women 
le g it im a te  a u th o r i t y ;  th e  'a n t l - s o o la l '  h o ly  women, th o s e ' l i v i n g  In  
s e c lu s io n  as h e rm its  and s o l i t a r ie s ,  e i t h e r  In  th e  w ild e rn e s s  In  p ro p e r 
D ese rt fa s h io n ,  o r  w i t h in  t h e i r  own homes. A cce p tin g  M ichae l W h itb y 's  
a n a ly s is  o f  th e  'a n t l - s o o la l  h o ly  man* [3 4 ] ,  who was seen as f u l f i l l i n g  
a m in is t r y  even though  r e lu c ta n t  and m is a n th ro p ic , I  c o n s id e r th e  same 
te n d e n c ie s  were shewn and e x p e c ta t io n s  ra is e d  o f  th e  household nuns and 
ancho resses; so th a t  th e y  m e r it  In c lu s io n  a t  t h i s  p o in t .  Those 
f u l f i l l i n g  th e  l i f e  o f th e  s d l t a r y  In  t h e i r  own homes fo rm  th e  ca te g o ry  
o f  w hat I  s h a l l  r e f e r  t o  as th e  household  com m unities % tho se  who l iv e d  
som eth ing o f  th e  l i f e s t y l e  o f ,  and o f te n  f u l f i l l e d  th e  fu n c t io n s  o f  a 
co nve n tu a l l i f e  w h ile  n o t l i v i n g  In  a fo u n d a tio n  as such. Sometimes 
s t i l l  a t  la rg e  w i th in  th e  com m unity, b u t more o f te n  r e t i r i n g  to  l i v e  In  
s e c lu s io n  In  t h e i r  own househo lds , be ing  th u s  n e i th e r  a conve n tu a l as 
such no r a s o l i t a r y ,  and y e t  occupying  a c u r io u s  h a lf-w a y  p o s i t io n  
between th e  two -  t h i s  was one o f  th e  e a r l ie s t  fo rm s o f  le a d in g  a 
consecra ted  l i f e  b e fo re  s ta te  s a n c t io n  o f  th e  church  made I t  le s s  
hazardous to  s t a r t  banding to g e th e r  f o r  m utua l s u p p o rt. Some o f  these  
Indeed l iv e d  In  sm a ll dom estic  o r  f a m i l i a l  g roups, b u t s in c e  th e y  were 
n o t c o n s t i tu te d  as an a tte m p t a t  Community l i f e ,  open to  o u ts id e rs  and 
u l t im a te ly  accorded a R ule and a head, I  s h a l l  d i f f e r e n t ia t e  by thu s  
r e f e r r in g  to  them as househo ld  com m un ities .
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B esides those we have a lre a d y  encounte red  such as those  ru n  ty  
M a rc e lla  and M a rc e ll in a ,  th e re  a re  numerous in s ta n c e s  in  ou r sources o f  
women who 'c u l t iv a te d  s o l i tu d e  and w ould  meet no o n e ' bu t who 'p ra c t is e d  
v i r t u e  a rd e n t ly  and s c r u p u lo u s ly ',  ' i n  s e c lu s io n ',  ' i n  he r h o u s e ':  
P a lla d iu s  c h ro n ic le s  any number o f  them, Piamoun, Magna, J u lia n a ,  by 
name, bes ides a hos t o f  anonymous v i r g in s  who h id  f u g i t i v e  c le r ic s ,  h id  
them se lves, gave in s p i r a t io n  o r m a te r ia l b e n e f i ts  o r sometimes prophecy 
to  t h e i r  com m unity, o r  e x e rc is e d  s p i r i t u a l  p r id e ,  o r a v a r ic e ,  o r f e l l  
from  g ra ce . We knew more about th e  observances o f  th e  Roman women 
p r a c t is in g  t h i s  k in d  o f  l i f e  such as M a rc e lla 's  c i r c le ,  whose reg im e was 
c h ro n ic le d  by Jerome. But we can use them as a m odel, because i t  i s  
f a i r  to  assume the  humi l i o r e s  a c te d  as a model f o r  them s in c e , as we 
have observed , the  a r is t o c r a t i c  women, though the  most p u b lic is e d ,  were 
n o t th e  f i r s t  to  adopt these l i f e s t y le s ,  but fo l lo w e d  the  im pu lse  f o r  
a s c e tic is m  a lre a d y  in  e x is te n c e  and p e rc o la t in g  th rou g h  from  the  lo w e r 
le v e ls  o f  s o c ie ty .  I t  i s  th e re fo re  reasonab le  to  in f e r  th a t ,  ju s t  so 
the y  would have adopted and adapted the  p ra c t ic e s  o f the c la s s e s  whom 
P a lla d iu s  a t te s ts  to  have been le a d in g  t h is  l i f e  e a r ly  enough f o r  one o f 
them to  have g iv e n  sa n c tu a ry  to  O rig e n . They seem, the n , to  have l iv e d  
in  a f a i r l y  severe  re g im e : a l l  tra c e  o f c re a tu re  co m fo rts  was ban ished,
p u t t in g  a s id e  f a i r  c lo th in g  and cosm e tics  f o r  coarse , s q u a lid  d re ss , 
shunn ing  b a th in g  and s le e p in g  on hard  m ats on th e  f lo o r ,  and s t r in g e n t  
and c o n tin u o u s  fa s ts .  The s e c lu s io n  was broken o n ly  by s e c re t v i s i t s ,  
o f te n  made a t  n ig h t ,  to  m a r ty rs ' tombs o r b a s i l ic a s  f o r  w o rs h ip , though 
in  some cases even t h i s  was den ied , as in  the  v i r g in  noted in  C hapte r 3 
who had n o t appeared in  p u b lic  f o r  25 ye a rs  and was ta ke n  to  ta s k  by 
Abba S e rap ion  f o r  b e in g  is o la te d  th rou g h  s p i r i t u a l  p r id e .  Some more 
c o n sp icu o u s ly  f a i le d  in  th e  s ta n d a rd s : P a lla d iu s  in d ic a te s  some such as
bad exam ples, such as the  househo ld  nun th a t  he r e fe r s  to  s im p ly  as 'The 
r ic h  v i r g i n '  whose re e d u c a tio n  from  a v a r ic e  M acarius o f A le x a n d r ia  too k  
in  hand, and s e v e ra l househo ld  v i r g in s  who ' f e l l ' .  [ 35 ]
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But o f  hum bler women who ach ieved  t h i s  s tan d a rd  and s ta tu s ,  q u ie t ly
and unsung, th e re  were mary exam ples, o fte n  n o tic e d  by o n ly  a l i n e  in
p ass ing , to  l e t  us know th a t  i t  was p o s s ib le  f o r  many such as the se , no t
even known by name o fte n  enough; th a t  such-and-such  a woman ’ wore
s a c k c lo th  and sh u t h e r s e l f  up in  a c e l l ’ o r ’ l iv e d  w ith  her mother
e a t in g  every o th e r  d a y ’ o r  ’was a ne ighbour o f m ine, bu t I  d id  not see
her fa c e , f o r  she never came o u t, so they  say, from  the  day she
renounced th e  w o r ld .  But s h e ,c o m p le te d  s ix t y  ye a rs  o f a s c e tic is m  in
company w ith  her m o th e r’ . One more a c t iv e  example o f her genre, Magna,
dem onstra tes the  k in d  o f  u s e fu l employment th a t  cou ld  be found  by a
woman so m o tiv a te d , in  her own com m unity; o f  more use p robab ly  tha n  th e
m a jo r ity  o f sec luded  co n ve n tu a ls . A f te r  the  death  o f  the  husband fo rc e d
on her by her m o the r, she
gave h e r s e lf  w h o lly  to  God, a t te n d in g  in  a most s e r io u s  s p i r i t  
to  he r own houses, l i v i n g  a most a s c e t ic  and c o n t in e n t l i f e ,  
hav ing  her c o n v e rs a tio n  such th a t  the  ve ry  b ishops re ve re d  her 
f o r  the  e x c e lle n c e  o f  he r r e l ig io n .  W h ile  she p ro v id e d  f o r  
th e  needs, p rim a ry  and secondary, o f  h o s p ita ls ,  th e  poor and 
b ishops on to u r ,  she ceased n o t to  w ork  in  s e c re t w ith  he r own 
hands and by means o f her most f a i t h f u l  s e rv a n ts , and a t 
n ig h ts  she d id  n o t lea ve  the  church .
In  t h i s  in s ta n c e , i t  i s  p ro b a b ly  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  Magna is  a widow -  o r ,
ra th e r  a n o th e r v irg in -w id o w  l i k e  O lym pias -  a t  a l l  e ven ts , s u i i u r i s  and
e v id e n t ly  used to  h a n d lin g  her own p ro p e r ty ;  and she bent h e r s e lf ,  her
d e v o tio n  and he r re so u rce s  to  the  a s s is ta n c e  o f  he r lo c a l com m unity.
But we have seen Piaraoun in  C hapter 3 as an example o f an enc losed
household  v i r g in  s e rv in g  her community e q u a lly  m a te r ia l ly  by prophecy o f
n a tu ra l d is a s te rs  and p ra y e r fu l p ro te c t io n .  In  t h is ,  Magna and Piamoun
in  th e ir  d i f f e r e n t  ways a re  co n sp icu o u s ly  o f more use than  M a rc e lla ,  o r
S e ra p io n ’ s v i r g in ,  o r P a l la d iu s ’ ne ighbour who never saw the  l i g h t  o f
day, who h e ld  them selves a lo o f  from  t h e i r  s u rro u n d in g s , d e v o tin g
them selves ra th e r  to  th e  n e c e s s it ie s  o f  the  next l i f e  -  b u t th e re  i s  no
su g g e s tio n  th a t  Magna and Piaraoun f a l l  in  t h is  re s p e c t th rough  be ing
more a c t iv e ly  in v o lv e d  in  community s e rv ic e  -  ra th e r  the  re ve rse  in  the
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case o f  Magna, whom 'th e  ve ry  b ishops reve red  f o r  the  e xce lle n ce  o f  her 
r e l ig io n * .  [ 36 ]
The Anchoresses
There was, then , an am bivalence as to  the  proper end f o r  a 
consecra ted  fem a le ; co n te m p la tive  o r a c t iv e ,  Mary o r M artha -  A s e lla  o r 
P aula . Nor was t h is  s o le ly  a problem fo r  the  women: i t  was th e
c o u n te rp a rt o f  the  c u r re n t  debate in  the  male d e v o tio n a l c i r c le s  over 
p ro pe r p r i o r i t i e s .  T h is  was th e  source o f  d ive rgence  amongst
e c c le s ia s t ic s  in  genera l ; many were the sn ide  ccmments found in  the  more 
a u s te re  sources to  th e  e f fe c t  th a t  i t  was d i f f i c u l t  to  l i s t e n  to  se c u la r 
speech and l i v e  f o r  God a lone , w hich may be taken  as a prod a t  
m e tro p o lita n  b ishops and c le rg y ,  who would be com pelled to  do ju s t  t h a t :  
and we f in d  men o f  s e n s it iv e  conscience such as E vag rius  and A rsen ius  
abandoning th e  haunts o f  men and th e  a c t iv e  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  m in is t r y  as 
be ing  the source o f te m p ta tio n . B ut w h ile  t h i s  may have been accepted 
as s t i l l  necessary among th e  g e n e ra lity  o f  the  c le rg y ,  though sneered a t  
by the  d e se rt d w e lle rs , the  debate raged most f ie r c e ly  w i th in  m onastic  
c i r c le s  as to  w hether you cou ld  be a tru e  monk w h ile  m a in ta in in g  
connec tions  w ith  tem pora l l i f e ;  whether the  f i t t e s t  way to  serve God was 
to  a s s is t  h is  c re a tu re s  on e a r th  or to  secede and a tte m p t th e  p e r fe c t io n
o f one o f them in  o n e s e lf .  On th is  sco re  we f in d  even w r i te r s  w ith
ro u g h ly  th e  same background and w o rld  v iew  showing a s im i la r  
am bivalence. The anonymous m onastic  c o l le c to r s  o f th e  Apophthegmata 
Patrum re la te  th e  ta le  o f th re e  f r ie n d s ,  two o f them a c t iv e ,  in  h e a lin g  
d iv is io n s  and v i s i t i n g  the  s ic k  re s p e c t iv e ly ,  the  o th e r a co n te m p la tiv e  
» in  p ra ye r and s t i l l n e s s  in  th e  d e s e r t* .  In  t h e i r  case, th e  judgement 
handed down i s  th a t  the  t h i r d  b ro th e r i s  l i v i n g  the  best m onastic  l i f e :  
th e  f i r s t  two f in d  t h e i r  la b o u rs  im p o ss ib le  and d is h e a r te n in g , and go 
to g e th e r to  the  t h i r d  b ro th e r ,  who in s t r u c ts  them th a t  ' f o r  those  who 
l i v e  among men, d is tu rb a n c e s  p reven t them from  see ing  t h e i r  f a u l t s .  But
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when a man is s t i l l ,  especially in the desert, then he sees his
f a l l i n g s ' .  In  th e  same anonymous c o l le c t io n  we subsequen tly  f in d ,
advanced as e q u a lly  e d i fy in g ,  th e  c o m p le te ly  c o n t ra d ic to r y  s ta n d p o in t:
A b ro th e r  q ue s tio ne d  an o ld  man, sa y in g , "h e re  a re  two 
b ro th e rs . One o f  them le a d s  a s o l i t a r y  l i f e  f o r  s ix  days a, 
week, g iv in g  h im s e lf  much p a in , and th e  o th e r se rves th e  s ic k .
Whose work does God a ccep t w ith  g re a te r  fa v o u r? "  The o ld  man 
s a id , "Even i f  th e  one who w ith d raw s  fro m  th e  w o r ld  were to  
hang h im s e lf  up by h is  n o s t r i l s ,  he co u ld  n o t equa l th e  one 
who serves th e  s ic k . "  [373
I t  i s  in  t h i s  c o n te x t th a t  th e  d ive rge n ce  between th e  women who were
a c t iv e  in  th e  community and tho se  who w ithd rew  t o  lo o k  in to  t h e i r  own
c e n tre  shou ld  be u n d e rs too d ; the y  met w ith  e q u a lly  c o n f l i c t i n g  a d v ic e ,
th e  fo rm e r d raw ing th e  censure o f th e  r ig o r i s t s  such as Jerome th a t  th e y
w ent abroad to o  r e a d i ly ,  and m in is te re d  as a co ve r f o r  an im p e rfe c t
l i f e ,  th e  l a t t e r  in c u r r in g  th e  im p l i c i t  c r i t i c i s m  accorded by S e rap ion ,
th a t  such s o l i tu d e  le d  to  a c o m p le te ly  s e lf - o r ie n te d  w o rsh ip  and a
tendency to  s p i r i t u a l  p r id e .
Many women, however, d id  absorb  t h is  id e a l o f  com plete  is o la t io n
b e fo re  God and become as noted  p roponen ts as th e  men o f  th e  most extrem e
tendency o f  e re m itis m , th e  way o f  th e  S o l i t a r y :  we must new examine th e  
m in is t r y  o f  th e  anchoresses. That t h i s  was indeed a p o p u la r l i f e - c h o ic e  
i s  in d ic a te d  th e  mary examples we have o f  th e s e , b o th  those
id e n t i f ie d  and w ith  known h is t o r ie s  and o f  th e  many p ass ing  re fe re n c e s
to  in d iv id u a ls .  And y e t  fre q u e n cy  o f  occurrence  is  no in d ic a to r  o f  th e  
ease o f  th e  p a th : on th e  c o n tra ry ,  t h e i r  evidence is  p resen ted  in  such
a way th a t  i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  t h is  was f o r  women an odd and d i f f i c u l t  
ch o ice  and th e  woman s o l i t a r y  a ra a  miranda*
In  th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e , th e  numbers o f  them who were ta ke n  f o r  
m a les, and who d e l ib e r a te ly  fo s te re d  t h i s  idea  about them selves argues a 
g re a t need to  h id e  t h e i r  sex i f  em barking on t h is  l i f e s t y l e .  The h a r lo t  
P e la g ia , f o r  in s ta n c e , in  th e  g re a t penance imposed on h e r by Nonnus, 
b ish op  and T a b e n n is io t monk, im m e d ia te ly  fo l lo w in g  he r bap tism  f le d
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s e c re t ly  in  male a t t i r e  borrowed from  Nonnus, 'w ent t o  Je rusa lem  and
b u i l t  h e r s e lf  a c e l l  on th e  Mount o f  O liv e s ’ and ach ieved  no sm a ll fame
in  th e  l o c a l i t y  as 'a  c e r ta in  b ro th e r  P e la g ius, a monk and a eunuch, who
has l iv e d  th e re  f o r  some y e a rs  shut up a lo n e ’ and ’w rought so many
w onders ’ . When James th e  Deacon, th e  w r i t e r  o f  her l i f e  was sen t th e re
ye a rs  a fte rw a rd s  a t  th e  in s ta n c e  o f  Nonnus, who was p r iv y  to  the  s e c re t
a l l  a lo n g , . he f a i le d  to  re c o g n is e  her when he saw her f i r s t ,  f o r  ’ how
c o u ld  I  have known h e r a g a in , w ith  a face  so em aciated by fa s t in '^ ?  I t
seemed to  me th a t  her eyes had sunk inw a rd  l i k e  a g re a t p i t . ’ He the n
d isco ve re d  he r dea th  a few days a f t e r  and a le r te d  the  ne ighbourhood.
The f i r s t  r e a c t io n  o f  her ne ighbou rs  and c o lle a g u e s  in  C h r is t  to  he r
tru e  s ta tu s  i s  i l l u m in a t in g :
They c a r r ie d  o u t h is  sacred  l i t t l e  body as i f  i t  had been g o ld  
and s i lv e r  th e y  were c a r ry in g .  When th e  fa th e r s  began to  
a n o in t h is  body w ith  m yrrh , th e y  re a lis e d  i t  was a woman.
They wanted to  keep such a wonder h id de n , bu t th e y  co u ld  n o t, 
because o f  th e  crowds o f  peop le  th ro n g in g  round , who c r ie d  o u t 
w ith  a lo u d  v o ic e ,  "G lo ry  to  you. L o rd  Jesus C h r is t ,  f o r  you 
have h id de n  away on e a r th  such g re a t tre a s u re s , women as w e ll 
as m en." So i t  was known to  a l l  the  peop le .
P e la g ia  i s  unusual in  th e  d e ta i l  we have o f  h e r ; bu t her s to ry
re p re s e n ts  a p a t te rn  o f  i t s  k in d , the  h idden  woman whom th e  monks a r r iv e
ju s t  in  tim e  to  bury and d is c o v e r  th e  t r u th ,  th e  t a le  t o ld  p u rp o r te d ly
by eyew itnesses  o r th e  monks in v o lv e d . B e s s a rio n  and h is  d is c ip le
D ou las , as t o ld  by D ou las , w h ile  on t h e i r  way to  v i s i t  John o f  L y c o p o lis
came upon a cave in  w h ich  the y  found  ’a b ro th e r  s i t t i n g  and m aking a
p la i t  o f p a lm -le a v e s ; and he would n o t lo o k  a t  us o r g re e t us o r speak
w ith  us a t  a l l ’ . R e tu rn in g  by the  same ro u te ,  th e y  de te rm ined  to  v i s i t
a g a in  and see i f  th e  a n c h o r ite  would be moved to  speech:
When we e n te re d , we found  him dead. The o ld  man s a id  to  me,
"Come, b ro th e r ,  l e t  us take  th e  body ; i t  i s  f o r  t h i s  purpose 
th a t  God has se n t us h e r e . "  When we to o k  the  body to  bu ry  i t ,  
we p e rc e iv e d  th a t  i t  was a woman. F i l le d  w ith  a s to n ish m e n t,
the  o ld  man s a id ,  "See how th e  women tr iu m p h  ove r the  d e v i l  i n
th e  d e s e r t w h ile  we s t i l l  behave bad ly  in  th e  to w n s ." And
h a v in g  g iv e n  tha n ks  to  G od ...w e  went away.
The anonymous S ayings u n e m o tio n a lly  re co rd  a n o th e r example. Except f o r
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t h i s  one d ive rge n ce  th e  t a le  i s  in  i t s e l f  t y p ic a l  in  a l l  re s p e c ts  o f  th e
expe rie n ce  o f  the  d e s e rt monk; hence su g g e s tive  o f  the  s im i la r i t i e s
between th e  male and fem ale  s u f f e r in g  in  extrem e asce s is  ;
Some s e c u la rs  v is i t e d  an a n c h o r ite ,  and when he saw them he 
re c e iv e d  them w ith  jo y ,  s a y in g  "The Lo rd  se n t you so th a t  you 
would bury  me. For my c a l l  i s  a t  hand, but f o r  you r b e n e f i t  
and th a t  o f  o th e r  h e a re rs , I  s h a l l  t e l l  you abou t my l i f e .  I ,  
b ro th e rs , am a v i r g in  in  bo th  body and s o u l, and up to  now, I  
have been inhum an ly  tem pted by f o r n ic a t io n .  Indeed, as I  
speak to  you, I  beho ld  th e  a n g e ls  w a it in g  to  take  my s o u l, and 
Satan m eanwhile s ta n d in g  by and s u g g e s tin g  l u s t f u l  th o u g h ts  to  
m e ." H aving  s a id  these  th in g s ,  he s tre tc h e d  h im s e lf  ou t and 
d ie d . W h ile  d re s s in g  him  the  s e c u la rs  found  th a t  he was in  
f a c t  a woman.
Some o f these  women indeed c a r r ie d  o u t th e  d e c e p tio n  so s u c c e s s fu lly  
th a t  a r e c u r r in g  problem  amongst t h is  k in d  o f  m onas tic  a c q u ire s  new 
p iquancy in  be ing  a p p lie d  to  them ; th e  in c id e n c e  o f  fem ale  ’ b r o th e rs ’ 
be ing  accused o f  im p re g n a tin g  lo c a l maidens. A d e ta i le d  h is to r y  o f  one 
such case concerns one M a ria , who d id  no t m ere ly  d is g u is e  her sex to  be 
an a n c h o r ite  b u t s u c c e s s fu lly  i n f i l t r a t e d  a male community w ith  the  h e lp  
o f  her fa th e r  who became a monk. When sen t ou t to  beg f o r  the  house, 
M a ria  (now renamed M aryana) became the  v ic t im  o f  one o f these  a lm ost 
fo rm u la ic  a c c u s a tio n s  by one o f  th e  lo c a l g i r l s  o f  w h ich  we f in d  so many 
examples in  the  D e se rt F a th e rs  (n o t a l l  b a s e le s s ), who, seduced by a man 
o f  her v i l l a g e ,  t o ld  he r fa th e r  ’ i t  was th e  monk who seduced me’ . Her 
fa th e r  and M aryana’ s community b e lie v e d  her and Maryana was re fu s e d  
adm ittance  to  th e  m onastery when ’ h e ’ re tu rn e d  from  ’ h is '  w anderings. 
F o llo w in g  t h is ,  Iferyana proved he r f i t n e s s  f o r  in c lu s io n  in t o  the  
a u s te re  b ro th e rs h lp  by d is p la y in g  th e  extrem es o f  se lf-a ba se m e n t p roper 
to  the  d e s e r t - d w e l le r ; she to o k  on h e r s e lf  u n r e s is t in g  the burden o f  
g u i l t  and opp rob rium , accep ted  th e  charge, and, u l t im a te ly ,  th e  baby as 
he r own, and d id  penance a t  the  door o f  the  m onastery f o r  fo u r  y e a rs  
u n t i l  deemed w o rth y  o f re a d m itta n c e . In  t h is ,  she m a n ife s ts  an e n t i r e ly  
p rope r a s c e t ic  a t t i t u d e :  we have ta le s  o f  o th e r d e s e rt m onastics  g la d ly
a c c e p tin g  th e  blame and d o in g  e x tra v a g a n t penance f o r  c rim es the y  had 
n o t com m itted, m e re ly  r e jo ic in g  in  the  chance o f  waging a d o u g h tie r
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s tru g g le  f o r  th e  f a i t h ,  M aryana’ s ’ s i n ’ i s  more p re p o s te ro u s , bu t th a t  
makes her a l l  th e  f i t t e r  f o r  the  l i f e  by her u n h e s ita t in g  acceptance o f 
i t  and the  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y ,  s in ce  in  the  d e s e rt m e n ta l i ty ,  the  chance to  
s t ru g g le  was seen as a p r iv i le g e  accorded those  who were s tro n g e r in  the  
f a i t h .  So h e r a c t io n s  a re  c o n s is te n t ,  she even a f t e r  he r reaccep tance  
d e c l in in g  to  p rove  her c o lle a g u e s  wrong bu t p e r s is t in g  f o r  the  r e s t  o f  
h e r l i f e  in  he r penance f o r  h e r ’ c r im e ’ ; in  fo rm u la ic  fa s h io n ,  th e y  
d is c o v e r th e  m is ta ke  o n ly  a f t e r  her death to  gene ra l as ton ishm en t and 
e d i f i c a t io n  and th e  rem orse o f  th e  a ccu se r. [ 38 ]
The most o bv iou s  reason  f o r  th e  sw itc h  is ,  o f  course th e  r is k .  
B e ing  lo n e  in  an a lre a d y  h o s t i le  env ironm en t c a r r ie d  hazards th a t  were 
accep ted  as p a r t  o f  th e  te s t in g  o f  th e  s o u l;  d o in g  so as a fem a le  would 
guaran tee  e x tra  unwanted a t te n t io n .  P aphnu tius was d ire c te d  by heaven ly  
in s ig h t  to  seek o u t a fo rm e r b rig a n d  o f  re fo rm ed  l i f e ;  amongst o th e r 
in c id e n c e s  o f  p ie ty ,  'Once in  h is  days as a b r ig a n d , he rescued  a nun 
who was about to  be raped by a gang o f  ro b be rs  and a t  n ig h t  le d  her back 
to  her v i l l a g e .  ’ And th e  many church c o u n c ils  p ro m u lg a tin g  e d ic ts  to  
dec ide  th e  s ta tu s  o f  nuns and anchoresses who had been raped in d ic a te  
the  commonplace n a tu re  o f  the  problem  amongst those  consecra ted  women 
who re ta in e d  t h e i r  s k i r t s ,  even those  l i v i n g  in  com para tive  s a fe ty  in  
community l i f e .  To p re sen t o n e s e lf  as a s i t t i n g  ta rg e t  by b e in g  a
fem ale  s o l i t a r y  must have re q u ire d  a more than  o r d in a r i ly  f i r m
r e s o lu t io n  in  th e  l i f e .  We have evidence o f a p ro b a b ly  re a so n a b ly  
common s o lu t io n  in  th e  case o f th e  anchoress P a te rm u th ius  (b e fo re  h is  
co n v e rs io n ) a tte m p te d  to  ro b , who l iv e d  in  a h e rm itage  a lo n e , but near 
to  a community o f p r ie s t s  w ith  a church . The a ncho resses ’ v u ln e r a b i l i t y  
to  rape  and p i l la g e ,  however, d id  n o t by much d is t in g u is h  them from  
t h e i r  male c o lle a g u e s  who w itn e s s e d , o r suspected each o th e r o f ,  s im i la r
a s s a u lts  on boys, and who t o ld  c h e e r fu l h o m ilie s  abou t a s s is t in g  ro b b e rs
to  denude them se lves o f  t h e i r  own few possess ions. But i f  no t a lone  in
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t h i s ,  th e  fem a le  s o l i t a r ie s  c e r ta in ly  had a problem  th a t  t h e i r  male
co lle a g u e s  d id  n o t have th a t  adds g re a te r  moment to  the  need to  d is g u is e
t h e i r  sex: a t r u c u le n t  a t t i t u d e  tow ards fem a le  s o l i t a r ie s  from  those
who ought to  have known b e t te r ,  t h e i r  own c o lle a g u e s  in  th e  l i f e .  That
B e s s a r io n ’ s a t t i t u d e  o f e d i f ie d  a d m ira t io n  th a t  a woman co u ld  ach ieve
where h is  b re th re n  were f a i l i n g ,  was n o t t y p ic a l  we can le a rn  frcm  the
case o f  Amma Sarah, th e  anchoress who ach ieved  th e  acco lade  o f her p lace
in  th e  Apophthegm ata. S a rah ’ s l i f e  was a model one, a c c o rd in g  to  th e
S ay ings . ' I t  was s a id  c o n ce rn in g  h e r th a t  f o r  60 ye a rs  she l iv e d  bes ide
a r i v e r  and never l i f t e d  he r eyes to  lo o k  a t  i t . ' D e s p ite  t h i s  and a
p ro longed  s tru g g le  a g a in s t sexua l te m p ta tio n  Sarah had to  add to  her
o th e r  t r i a l s  h o s t i l i t y  from  her male c o lle a g u e s .
A no ther tim e , two o ld  men, g re a t a n c h o r ite s ,  came to  th e  
d i s t r i c t  o f  Pelusium  to  v i s i t  h e r . When the y  a r r iv e d ,  one 
s a id  t o  the  o th e r ,  "L e t us h u m ilia te  t h i s  o ld  woman." So th e y  
s a id  to  h e r, "Be c a re fu l n o t to  become c o n c e ite d , th in k in g  to  
y o u r s e l f ;  'Look  how a n c h o r ite s  are coming to  see me, a mere 
woman.’ "  B ut Amma Sarah s a id  to  them, "A c c o rd in g  to  n a tu re  I  
am a woman, bu t n o t a c c o rd in g  to  my th o u g h ts ."
The weary tone o f  a no the r o f  her say ings  in d ic a te s  th a t  male tru c u le n c e
was som eth ing  she f r e q u e n t ly  endured ; ' I f  I  p rayed God th a t  a l l  men
shou ld  approve o f my co nd u c t, I  sh ou ld  f in d  m y s e lf a p e n ite n t  a t  the
door o f each one, bu t I  s h a l l  ra th e r  pray th a t  my h e a r t  may be pure
tow ards a l l ’ . In  a d d it io n ,  ’ She a ls o  sa id  to  th e  b ro th e rs ;  " I t  is  I
who am a man, and you who a re  w om en."’ The s e lf -d e p re c a t in g  w i l l in g n e s s
to  le a rn  from  a f e l lo w - f ig h t e r  who happened to  be fem a le  th a t  we f in d  in
B e ssa rio n  and in  M aryana’ s ccanmunity i s  l i t t l e  in  ev idence  h e re ; perhaps
B e s s a rio n  was th e  e x c e p t io n  and th e  a t t i t u d e  o f the  monks around Sarah
and those th a t  t r ie d  to  cover up the  em barrass ing  t r u t h  about P e la g ia
was more th e  k in d  o f  a t t i t u d e  women a tte m p tin g  to  become s o l i t a r ie s
c o u ld  e xp e c t, in  w hich case t h e i r  d e c is io n  to  s ta y  in  male a t t i r e ,  o r
s im p ly  as much ou t o f  s ig h t  as p o s s ib le  becomes even more cogen t.
B e n e d ic ts  Ward says o f  S a ra h 's  example 'S arah was accep ted , bu t i t  i s
c le a r  th a t  to  a ch ie ve  t h is ,  she had in  e f f e c t  to  become a m an'. In  f a c t
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t h i s  i s  f a r  from  c le a r :  th e  s ig n i f ic a n t  th in g  about Sarah i s  th a t  she
p re c is e ly  d id  n o t 'become a man’ as d id  a l l  those ’ b ro th e rs ’ who tu rn e d  
o u t to  have been women a l l  a lo n g ; she is  c le a r ly  id e n t i f ia b le  as a woman 
be ing  a s o l i t a r y ,  w h ich  i s  why she was n o t r e a d i ly  accep ted , bu t g ive n  
r ig o ro u s  te s t in g .  Ward a ls o  re g a rd s  th e  o p t io n  to  don male a t t i r e  as 
sym b o lic  o f  the  transcendence  o f gender th a t  went w ith  th e  l ib e r a t io n  o f  
a n a c h o re is is . 'th u s  by im p l ic a t io n  a l ib e r a t io n  in  i t s e l f ;  I  c o n s id e r 
th a t  P e la g ia  and th e  o th e rs  who ach ieved  anonym ity  by means o f  t h is  
ro u te  more s im p ly  found i t  a d e v ice  o f  l ib e r a t io n  from  unwanted n o t ic e  
by t h e i r  c o lle a g u e s . [3 9 ]
There was a ls o  however, a g re a t su b -ca te g o ry  o f  women f u l f i l l i n g  
t h is  k in d  o f  l i f e s t y l e  f o r  s p e c ia l reasons, whose m o tive s  g a in  them the 
f u l l  s u p p o rt and a p p ro va l o f  t h e i r  male c o lle a g u e s , a t  whose
in s t ig a t io n ,  o f te n  enough, th e y  were a c t in g :  these were the  g re a t
p e n ite n ts ,  th e  re fo rm ed  co u rte sa n s  p e rfo rm in g  t h e i r  e x p ia t io n  f o r  h av ing  
le d  so many o th e r  s o u ls  to  t h e i r  d o w n fa ll.  T h e ir  s to r ie s ,  to o , become
fo rm u la ic  in  c h a ra c te r ;  th e  woman famed in  beauty and n o to r io u s  in
m ora ls  le a d in g  many s o u ls  to  doom u n t i l  b rough t by one s tro n g , 
p e rs e v e rin g  h o ly  man to  a cogn izance o f  t h e i r  own l i k e l y  end whereon 
the y  adopt th e  most e x tra v a g a n t penances w h ich  a re  th e  wonder o f  a l l  
b eh o ld e rs . However, t h e i r  s to r ie s  a re  d i f f e r e n t  enough in  d e ta i l  th a t  
som eth ing  s u rv iv e s  o f  the  re a l women behind them, p a r t i c u la r l y  when, as 
i s  th e  case w ith  P e la g ia  and Mary, th e  n iece  o f  Abraham, th e  w r i t e r  o f  
the  s to ry  has been in t im a te ly  concerned w ith  i t .  A lso  in s t r u c t i v e  a re  
th e  s u b t ly  d i f f e r e n t  tre a tm e n ts  each meets w ith  in  each case. The 
s to r ie s  o f  P e la g ia , T h a is  and the  unnamed co u rte s a n  in  th e  
Apophthegm ata’ s s to ry  o f S e ra p io n  a l l  commence th e  same way, and i t  has 
been p o s tu la te d  th a t  in  f a c t  S e rap io n  was T h a is ’ c o n v e r te r ,  ra th e r  than  
P aphnu tius as in  th e  L i f e  s it  T ha is  _the H a rloJ t. and th a t  t h is  was in  f a c t  
th e  same s to r y :  i n  w hich case th e  adv ice  d e s c r ib e d  as meted o u t to  her
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i s  even more in t e r e s t in g  as i t  so v a s t ly  d i f f e r s  in  each v e rs io n .  In  
these  cases, the  woman appears a t  the  s t a r t  as the  c la s s ic  te m p tre ss , 
w i l f u l l y  p u t t in g  o th e rs  a t  r i s k .  Each is  conv inced  by th e  words o f  the  
re le v a n t  h o ly  man and o u t o f  t h e i r  c o n v ic t io n ,  o f  t h e i r  own w i l l  ask f o r  
penance. S e rap io n  conduc ts  h is  h a r lo t  to  a convent o f  v i r g in s  and says 
to  the s is t e r  in  cha rge : ’ Take t h i s  s is t e r  and do not p u t any yoke o r
commandment on her as on th e  o th e r s is te r s ,  but i f  she w ants som eth ing  
g iv e  i t  t o  h e r and a llo w  her t o  w a lk  where she w ish e s . ’ The p e n ite n t  
h e r s e lf  th e n  asks f o r  g ra d u a lly  h a rde r reg im es to  be g iv e n  to  her -  
e a t in g  o n ly  every  second day, the n  every fo u r th  day, u n t i l  a t  he r own 
re q u e s t she i s  enc lose d  c o m p le te ly  in  a c e l l  and g iv e n  a o n ly  l i t t l e  
foo d  and w ork th ro u g h  th e  window. P e la g ia  s im p ly  d isa p p e a rs , to  gene ra l 
d is t r e s s ,  th e  n i ^ t  a f t e r  her bap tism , u n t i l  she i s  d is c o v e re d  in  death 
d is g u is e d  as an a n c h o r ite ,  as re la te d  above. The im p l ic a t io n  i s  th a t  
Nonnus has g iv e n  he r her ch o ice  in  w o rk in g  o u t her own e x p ia t io n  w ith  
h is  lo v in g  a dv ice  and h e lp .  T h a is ' fa te  i s  worked o u t w ith  c o n s id e ra b ly  
le s s  v o l i t i o n  on her p a r t  and i s  p resen ted  in  much s ta rk e r  r e l i e f .  
P aphnu tius
to o k  her in to  a sm a ll c e l l ,  s e a lin g  th e  door w ith  le a d  and 
le a v in g  o n ly  a sm a ll open ing  th rough  w h ich  food  cou ld  be 
passed to  he r and he o rde red  her to  be g iv e n  d a i ly  a l i t t l e  
bread and a l i t t l e  w a te r by the  s is te r s  o f  th e  [n e a rb y ] 
m onaste ry . When T h a is  re a l is e d  th a t  th e  door was sea led  w ith  
le a d , she s a id  to  h im , "F a th e r, where do you want me to  
u r in a te ? "  and he r e p l ie d ,  " In  th e  c e l l ,  as you d e s e rv e ."  Then 
she asked how she shou ld  pray to  God, and he s a id  to  h e r , "You 
a re  not w o rth y  to  name God, o r to  take  h is  d iv in e  name upon 
you r l i p s ,  o r t o  l i f t  up y o u r hands to  heaven, f o r  yo u r l i p s  
a re  f u l l  o f  s in  and yo u r hands a re  s ta in e d  w ith  i n iq u i t y ;  o n ly  
s tand fa c in g  tow ards  the  e a s t and re p e a t o f te n  o n ly  t h i s :
"You who have made me, have mercy upon m e,"
A f te r  th re e  ye a rs  o f  t h i s ,  i t  i s  n o t a lto g e th e r  s u r p r is in g  to  le a rn  th a t
she was judged  w o rth y  o f such g lo ry  in  heaven th a t  th e  monk e n v is io n in g
i t  f i r s t  assumed th a t  i t  must have been prepared f o r  Antony h im s e lf .
P aphnu tius p ro m p tly  went to  unseal T h a is , who by t h i s  tim e  d id  n o t w ish
fo r  re le a s e  b u t ’ begged to  be a llo w e d  to  be l e f t  shu t up in  t h e r e ' ;
a g a in , she was a llo w e d  no c h o ic e . She d ie d  f i f t e e n  days a f t e r  her
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e n fo rc e d  re le a s e  from  her e n fo rc e d  in c a rc e r a t io n .  [4 0 ]
M a rg in a l ly  le s s  fo rm u la ic ,  and c o n c o m ita n tly  more in fo rm a t iv e  are  
those  women who d id  n o t a lto g e th e r  w ish  t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e  on them se lves, 
bu t whose h a r lo t r y  may be one way and a no the r la id  a t  th e  door o f the  
o ld  men who c o n v e rt them away from  i t  a g a in , e a rn in g  them se lves the  
p la u d its  o f  in fo rm e d  o p in io n ,  and t h e i r  p e n ite n ts  a l i f e t im e  o f  te a rs , 
by so d o in g . The 'p r o s t i t u t e *  P aesia , co n ve rte d  to  the  s ta tu s  o f  
p e n ite n t  by John th e  Dwarf had commenced her s to ry  as an o rphan h e ire s s  
o f  c h a r ita b le  d is p o s i t io n ,  who was reduced to  the  n e c e s s ity  o f s e l l in g  
h e r body a t th e  in s t ig a t io n  o f  'some w icked  men' when 'h e r  re so u rce s  
were e xh a u s te d ' as a r e s u l t  o f  he r d e c is io n  ' t o  make h e r house a h osp ice  
f o r  th e  fa th e rs  o f  S c e t is ' .  The fa th e rs ,  when the y  a t  la s t  n o tic e d  
t h i s ,  were, n o t u n n a tu ra l ly ,  'd e e p ly  g r ie v e d '.  Abba John d u ly  p resen ted  
h im s e lf  on th e  d oo rs te p  w ith  'so m e th ing  th a t  w i l l  be v e ry  h e lp fu l to  
h e r ' .  Such is  the  v a in  n a tu re  o f  woman th a t  she and he r m a id se rvan t 
im m e d ia te ly  th o u g h t in  te rm s o f  m a te r ia l a s s is ta n c e ; 'Those monks a re  
a lways go ing  abou t th e  Red Sea and f in d in g  p e a r ls . ’ B ut i t  was 
rep roaches and th e  remembrance o f  her fo rm e r p ie ty  th a t  he had b rough t 
h e r . But she is  p resen ted  as re a p in g  he r rew ard  a f t e r  a l l  : once he had
b ro ug h t her back to  her c o r re c t  p r i o r i t i e s  and le d  her in  p e n ite n ce  ou t 
in to  the  d e s e rt where d ie  p ro m p tly  d ie d , she was seen to  go s t r a ig h t  to  
heaven, w hich was n o t bad g o in g ; 'One s in g le  hour o f  repen tance  has 
b rough t h e r more than  the  penances o f  many who c o n tin u e  w ith o u t showing 
such fe rv o u r  in  t h e i r  re p e n ta n c e '.  M aria  'th e  H a r lo t ' ,  n ie ce  o f 
Abraham, examined in  C hapter 3 has he r p la ce  in  t h is  genre ; she to o  won 
f r e e  o f her y e a rs  o f d e g ra d a tio n  by such p e r fe c t  p e n ite n ce  th a t  
u l t im a te ly  she ga ined n o t o n ly  th e  assurance o f  s a lv a t io n  b u t the  power 
o f  h e a lin g  w h ile  on e a r th .  [4 1 ]
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T h is  e x tra o rd in a ry  power o f pen ite nce  dem onstra ted  by these women 
h i th e r to  steeped in  the  sq u a lo r o f com plete  s u b je c t io n  to  b o d ily  s in ,  
a b le  to  put them on a par w ith  those  o f  l i f e lo n g  freedom  from  th e  f le s h ,  
i s  o f  g re a t fa s c in a t io n  to  th e  F a th e rs ; the  th in k in g  behind t h is  seeming 
c o n t r a d ic t io n ,  however, can be seen addressed on a more th e o r e t ic a l 
le v e l by P a u lin u s  o f  N o la . In  a l e t t e r  to  S u lp ic iu s  Severus, he 
addressed th e  q u e s t io n  o f  head c o v e r in g  and m odesty, one th a t  th e  
w r i te r s  o f  th e  tim e  a l l  address w ith  re g a rd  to  womanly d e m o n s tra tio n s  o f  
p ie ty .  T h is  le d  him  on to  a d is c u s s io n  o f  Mary o f  Magdala, who washed 
C h r is t ’ s fe e t  w ith  h e r h a i r ,  a lo n g  w ith  o in tm e n t and te a rs .  She, who 
has been immodest o r ig in a l l y ,  has her s ta tu s  n o t ju s t  re s to re d ,  bu t
a c tu a l ly  e le v a te d  by h e r h u m il i t y  and re p en tan ce , a c h ie v in g , says
P a u lin u s , re m is s io n  o f  s in s  and th e  g lo ry  o f b e ing  i n  th e  G ospe l; and 
no t o n ly  t h is  bu t she is  by v i r t u e  o f t h i s  'w o rth y  to  p re - f ig u r e  the  
Church th a t  i s  to  be c a l le d  f o r t h  from  the  G e n t i le s ,  b e a r in g  w i t h in  her 
a l l  the  s ig n s  o f  th e  m yste ry  o f s a lv a t io n ' -  t h i s  f o r  a woman who has 
proved a l l  to o  e v id e n t ly  her own s u b je c t io n  to  s in  th rou g h  c a r n a l i t y .  
B u t th rough  h e r humbleness and w i l l i n g  s u b je c t io n  to  th e  L o rd 's  
judgem ent she a t t a in s  g lo ry  ; 'she  a n t ic ip a te d  us in  ta k in g  in t o  her 
hands and mouth th e  l i v i n g ,  l i f e - g i v i n g  Bread i t s e l f  and is  p re fe r re d  
to  th e  P ha risee , th a t  man w ith o u t  s in ,  f o r  'she  ta s te d  and f e l t  C h r is t 's  
body ' and fa s te d  w h ile  he fe a s te d : in  sum, 'she deserved to  sym bo lise
th e  C h u rch '. T h is  may re p re s e n t a metaphor o f what m ig h t be a t ta in e d  by 
the  devoted woman ; a consc iousness o f s in  and s u b je c t io n  p ro p e r ly  
d is p la y e d  in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  d e v o t io n  to  th e  im m o la to ry  id e a l as th e
means to  a ch ie ve  more th a n  o rd in a ry  s ta n d in g  as a p a r t  o f  the  body o f
th e  Church. [4 2 ]
An i l lu m in a t in g  a d d it io n  in  t h i s  ca te g o ry  i s  th e  
m a id -tu rn e d -a n c h o re s s  A le xa n d ra ; she i s  n o t a h a r lo t ,  in  f a c t ,  and so i s  
ev idence th a t  no t o n ly  th e  g re a t s in n e rs , bu t more o rd in a ry  women
-  204 -
fo llo w e d  th e  lo g ic  o f  th e  fa th e rs  in  m a tte rs  o f  t h i s  k in d . She judged  a
'Ih e r s e lf  by these  same c r i t e r i a  o f be ing  a s in f u l ,  because f le s h ly ,  woman j
.1and re g a rd in g  th e  cause f o r  te m p ta tio n  in  o th e rs  as a s in  in  o n e s e lf ,  I1and imposes a harsh  penance on h e r s e lf  by reason o f  i t .  She 'h a v in g  j1l e f t  the  c i t y  and sh u t h e r s e l f  up in  a tomb, re c e iv e d  th e  n e c e s s it ie s  o f  
l i f e  th rough  an o p e n in g , see ing  n e ith e r  men nor women fa c e  to  fa c e  f o r  j
te n  y e a rs ' and l iv e d  o u t her l i f e  'w a it in g  f o r  my end w ith  c h e e r fu l 
hope ' and f i l l i n g  th e  tim e  s p in n in g  f la x ,  p ra y in g  and m e d ita t in g  'o n  th e  |
h o ly  p a t r ia r c h s  and p ro p h e ts  and a p o s tle s  and m a r ty r s '.  When M e la n ia  |
' : j
the  E ld e r asked h e r the  reason  f o r  h e r l i f e s t y l e ,  'she c a lle d  o u t to  me j
th rou g h  th e  o p e n in g ; "A man was d is tre s s e d  in  m ind because o f  me and, ;
le s t  I  shou ld  seem to  a f f l i c t  o r d isp a ra g e  him , I  chose to  betake m y s e lf !
a l iv e  in to  th e  tcmb ra th e r  than  cause a soul made in  th e  image o f  God to  
s tu m b le . " ' [433 These women accep t t h e i r  p la ce  in  the  scheme o f th in g s  
a c c o rd in g  to  th e  p a t r i s t i c  o u t lo o k ;  i n  aba s in g  them se lves and d o in g  
e x tra v a g a n t penance f o r  in d u lg in g  in  sexua l l ic e n c e ,  they  a re  f u l f i l l i n g  
th e  male m o n as tic  a s s o c ia t io n  o f  fe m in in i ty  w ith  the  body and th e  
s e x u a l, and d e m o n s tra tin g  th e  s u p p lic a to ry  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  God th a t  
many o f  th e  c le r ic s  o f  th e  tim e  f e l t  most a p p ro p r ia te  from  women. I t  i s  
w o rth w h ile  rem em bering S a ra h 's  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  t h is  c o n te x t.  She had no 
such sham eful h is to r y ,  so f a r  as we know -  and th e  m onastic  w r i te r s  a re  
keen to  t e l l  us o f  c o n v e rts  from  such l i f e s t y l e s  -  so th a t  in  he r 
m in is t r y ,  she was com ing from  a p o s i t io n  o f  s t re n g th .  T h is  is  b a re ly  
d is c e rn ib le  fro m  the  c o n f ro n ta t io n a l n a tu re  o f  her c o n ta c ts  w ith  th e  
monks: perhaps th e y  were more a t  ease w ith  more s in f u l  women who were
hence c o n s tra in e d  to  exp ress  the  a b je c t io n  f e l t  to  be p roper to  fem ale  
w o rs h ip . Sarah was f ig h t in g  her n a tu re  from  on a le v e l w ith  th e  men 
near h e r ; and seems to  have endured t h e i r  uncom prehending resen tm en t as 
a consequence.
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Som ething th a t  emerges from  s tu d ie s  o f  these  n o n - e l i t e ,
u n c e le b ra te d  h o ly  women i s  how they too  show, in  l i t t l e ,  some o f  th e
same te n d e n c ie s  tow ards c o n fro n t in g  c le r ic s  in  t h e i r  more l im i t e d
p e r ip h e ry  as do the  u p p e r-c la s s  le a d e rs  fro m  whom i t  can be more
expec ted . Women we o f te n  do no t even have names f o r  -  'a  c e r ta in
v i r g i n ' ,  'a  c e r ta in  w id o w ', o r ju s t  'a  n u n ' dem onstra te  th a t  the y  too
have absorbed th e  id e a  th a t  be ing  fem ale  need not d e te r  them from
show ing them se lves to  be in  th e  r ig h t  over unwary c le r ic s  i f  th e y  fe e l
they  have adequate cause and a re  in  a p o s i t io n  to  e d i fy .  J u s t as A lb in a
w i l l  ta ke  A ug u s tine  to  ta s k  and M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r s c o ld  J o v in u s  as one
f ig h t e r  to  a n o th e r, so Sarah c h a lle n g e s  P aphnu tius when she f in d s  him to
be la c k in g  in  d is c e rn m e n t; 'she sen t someone to  say to  Abba P aphnu tius
"Have you r e a l l y  done the  w ork o f  God by l e t t i n g  yo u r tx’o th e r  be
d e s p is e d ? " ' and P aphnu tius  is  ju s t  as s tu n g  as was A u g u s tin e ; 'Abba
P aphnu tius  s a id  "P a p hn u tius  i s  here  w ith  th e  in te n t io n  o f  d o in g  th e  w ork
o f  God and he has n o th in g  to  do w ith  anyone e ls e ! " '  And so, as we have
seen, she fe e ls  h e r s e l f  a b le  to  ta ke  on the  two o ld  men by v i r t u e  o f  her
co n fid e nce  in  he r own way o f  l i f e .  An anonymous amma s im i la r ly  sco re s
o f f  an 'o ld  m an '; t o  th e  t a c i t  app lause o f  o th e r 'o ld  m en ', s in ce  they
in c lu d e d  i t  in  th e  S ay ing s ; 'M e e tin g  some nuns on the  ro a d , a monk made
a d e to u r . T h e ir  s u p e r io r  s a id  to  h im , " I f  you were a p e r fe c t  monk, you
would n o t even have n o t ic e d  th a t  we were w om en."' And as a c o u n te rp o in t
to  a l l  th e  s to r ie s  o f  c l in g in g  m others im p o rtu n in g  t h e i r  a n c h o r ite  sons
to  see them, we have th e  fem ale  consecra ted  r e la t iv e s  who d e c lin e  to
compromise t h e i r  d e d ic a t io n  by se e ing  male r e la t iv e s ,  even i f  a ls o
co nse cra ted , ju d g in g  i t  im p ru d e n t:
A b ro th e r  went to  v i s i t  h is  s is t e r ,  who la y  i l l  in  her
conven t. She was o f  g re a t d e v o tio n ; and be ing  u n w i l l in g  even
to  see a man, o r to  b r in g  her b ro th e r tem p ta ton  by h is  coming
f o r  he r sake in to  the  company o f  women, she se n t him  w ord,
sa y in g  "Go, my b ro th e r  and p ray fo r  me; f o r  by C h r is t 's  
g race , I  w i l l  see you in  the  kingdom o f h ea ve n ." [4 4 ]
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F u r th e r ,  to  s e t a g a in s t th e  ta le s  o f  monks tem pted by wanton women 
and suooumbing o r r e s is t in g ,  a re  the  ta le s  o f  women re b u k in g  o r h o ld in g  
o f f  monks who s o l i c i t  them ; one such b ro th e r  who p ro p o s it io n e d  a 
washerwoman was t o ld  ' l i s t e n in g  to  you is  easy, b u t I  co u ld  be the  cause 
f o r  g re a t s u f fe r in g  f o r  y o u . . .  A f te r  co m m ittin g  th e  deed, you r 
consc ience  w i l l  s t r i k e  you and e i th e r  you w i l l  g iv e  up on y o u r s e l f ,  o r 
i t  w i l l  r e q u ire  g re a t e f f o r t  f o r  you to  reach the  s ta te  which i s  yo u rs  
now; th e re fo re ,  b e fo re  you expe rie n ce  th a t  h u r t ,  go on y o u r way in  
p e a c e . ' T h is  f a i r l y  s o p h is t ic a te d ,  i f  somewhat o p t im is t ic  a p p ra is a l d id  
succeed in  a p p e a lin g  to  h is  c o n d it io n in g ,  and, much s t ru c k ,  he thanked 
her and went back to  h is  m onastery m a rv e ll in g ,  and c o n c lu d in g  th a t  i t  
would be best never to  le a v e  the  e n c lo s u re  a g a in . A no the r monk was se n t 
on an e rra n d  to  a devout s e c u la r  who, as the y  so o f te n  d id  in  these  
ta le s ,  had an a t t r a c t i v e  daugh te r by whom he was tem pted -  she h a v in g  
re a l is e d  t h i s  and 'k e p t  h e r s e l f  from  a pp e a ring  to  h im ’ -  t i l l  he 
approached h e r, c o n fe s s in g  w o e fu lly  th a t  he had never been w ith  a woman 
and ' f o r  th a t  v e ry  reason  I  want to  f in d  o u t what i t  i s  l i k e ' .  She bade 
h im  ' s t i r  y o u r s e lf  to  pray to  G o d ', b u t 'he d id  n o t want to  p ra y '.  She 
th e n  to ld  him ' I  am in  my menses, and no one can come near me o r sm e ll 
me, because o f  th e  o d o u r '.  When he re c o ile d  from  her in  d is g u s t ,  and 
came to  h is  senses and w ep t, she drove  the  le s s o n  home by u rg in g  him to  
th in k  how he w ou ld  have fa ce d  h is  m onaste ry, had he s in n e d : 'T h e re fo re
I  urge you from  now on to  be sober, and not to  want to  d e s tro y  those  
f r u i t s  o f  yo u r la b o u rs  because o f a l i t t l e  weak p le a s u re . ' [4 5 ]
Even p r o s t i t u te s  share  in  r ig h te o u s ly  re b u k in g  e r r in g  h o ly  men. 
T h a is , when P aphnu tius  f i r s t  approaches he r in  the  g u ise  o f  a c l ie n t  has 
a sm art answer ready when he asks ' I f  th e re  is  a more p r iv a te  chamber, 
l e t  us go in  t h e r e ' ;  'She s a id , "There i s  one, b u t i f  i t  i s  peop le  you 
a re  a f r a id  o f ,  noone e ve r e n te rs  t h i s  rocm ; e x c e p t, o f  course  f o r  God, 
f o r  th e re  is  no p la ce  th a t  is  h idden  from  the  eyes o f d i v i n i t y . " ’ She
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m ig h t have had cause in  th e  fo l lo w in g  th re e  ye a rs  to  re g re t  h e r ready
tongue. In  an Arm enian s to r y ,  a p r o s t i t u t e  ca tches o u t a d e s e rt fa th e r
and p o in ts  o u t to  him th e  m ora l in  a s to ry  th a t  i s  re m in is c e n t o f  the .
above rebuke o f  th e  nun to  th e  monk:
When Ephraim  went in t o  Edessa f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e , he prayed to  
God th a t  as he e n te re d  the  town he would  meet someone who 
would d is c u s s  w ith  him th e  problem s in  H oly S c r ip tu r e .  The 
f i r s t  person  he met, coming s t r a ig h t  tow ards him , was a woman 
who was a p r o s t i t u t e .  Ephraim  was sad because he th o u g h t th a t
God had n o t heard h is  p ra y e r, f o r  what d id  she know o f the
B ib le ?  How co u ld  she h e lp  re s o lv e  h is  q u e s tio n s ?  But th e  
woman came on, he r eyes f ix e d  upon him . He was a s to n ish e d  and 
sa id  to  h e r , bu t w ith o u t  im p a tien ce  o r anger, "Why a re  you 
lo o k in g  a t  me so in t e n t ly ? "  The woman r e p l ie d  w ith  a re fe re n c e  
to  th e  s to ry  in  G enesis o f  th e  c re a t io n  o f  man and woman, " I t
i s  n a tu ra l th a t  I  shou ld  lo o k  a t  you, f o r  I  was form ed o u t o f
yo u ; bu t as f o r  you, you have no reason  to  lo o k  a t  me, f o r  i t  
was th e  e a r th  from  w h ich  you were formed and i t  i s  on th a t  
th a t  you r eyes shou ld  be f i x e d . "  [4 6 ]
The deaconesses
We shou ld  l a s t l y  c o n s id e r the  o f f ic e s  o f  a ca te g o ry  o f  women who
'to o k  the  v e i l '  to  e x e rc is e  a u th o r i t y  n o t by tu r n in g  t h e i r  back on the  
w o rld  and a l l  i t s  w o rks , bu t th e  re v e rs e ; who were accorded c le r i c a l  
ra n k  [ragm a] and d ig n i t y  [a x io m a ] in  c e r ta in  r e s t r ic t e d  a reas (m a in ly  to  
do w ith  t h e i r  cwn sex) w i t h in  th e  church se tup , a ra re  p lace  f o r  women 
to  m a n ife s t p o s i t io n .  These were the  deaconesses. They a ls o  
d is t in g u is h  them se lves by b e in g  a ca te g o ry  which seems to  have in c lu d e d  
women from  th e  h o n e s ti and th e  h u m ilio re s  in  t h e i r  ra n ks . T h e ir  
p o s i t io n  h a v in g , in  some s o r t , a  jo b - s p e c i f ic a t io n ,  and th a t  m a in ly  
concerned w ith  m ora l q u a l i t ie s ,  in  th e o ry  any woman u p r ig h t  enough
q u a l i f ie d ;  and we can a t t e s t  as deaconesses n o ta b le  women frcxn the  to p
draw er o f s o c ie ty  and s o c ia l ly  u n d is t in g u is h e d  women seem ing ly  drawn 
from  the body o f  th e  o o n g re g it io n .  The word has i t s  o r ig in s  in  th e  New 
Testament usage o f  'd ia k o n o s ' (as  used o f  Phoebe), s im p ly  meaning 
's e r v a n t ' o r  'h e lp e r '  and o n ly  g ra d u a lly  a c q u ire d  p re c is e  m in is t e r ia l  
fu n c t io n s ,  th e  n a tu re  o f  w hich v a r ie d  from  c e n tu ry  to  c e n tu ry  and 
d i f fe r e d  a c c o rd in g  to  E a s te rn  o r W estern observance. D an ie lou  c o n s id e rs
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th a t  the  c o n s t i t u t io n  o f  th e  a c tu a l o f f ic e  o f  Deaconess was th e  C hu rch 's Ia tte m p t in  th e  t h i r d  c e n tu ry  to  tu r n  th e  m in is t r y  o f  women in t o  an 1i n s t i t u t i o n  to  combat the  te m p ta tio n  o f  g re a te r  p a y -o f fs  o ffe re d  to  4
"Iwomen in  th e  h e r e t ic a l  s e c ts , by g iv in g  them a 'm in is te r iu m ' o f  s o r ts  I
1and e n t i t l i n g  them to  be l i s t e d  as e c c le s ia s t ic a l  d ig n i t a r ie s ;  and th a t  | 
once so c o n s t i tu te d ,  the y  e f f e c t iv e ly  absorbed most o f  th e  fu n c t io n s  and 
p r iv i le g e s  o f  the  e x is t in g  o rd e r o f  w idows, which d e c lin e s  i n  im portance  
and a c tiv e n e s s  in  our sources from  the  t h i r d  c e n tu ry  on, a v ic t im  o f  i t s  
own a m b ig u it ie s  as a movement. By the  tim e  o f  th e  A p o s to lic  Canons, the  
r o le  o f th e  deaconesses was a d is t in g u is h e d  one : th e y  a re  m entioned
a f t e r  the  deacons in  the  o rd e r o f  church d ig n i t a r ie s  and s i t  to  th e  l e f t  
o f  th e  b ish op  d u r in g  th e  l i t u r g y ,  p a r a l le l  to  th e  deacons who s i t  on h is
r ig h t ,  and th e y  make t h e i r  communion f i r s t  a f t e r  the  deacons. Depending
on th e  lo c a t io n  o f  t h e i r  chu rch , the y  m igh t be a c tu a l ly  o rd a in e d , w ith  
the  la y in g  on o f hands; t h i s  was more an E as te rn  tendency and met w ith  
re s is ta n c e  in  th e  W est, Where th e  c o u n c ils  o f  N icaea and Chalcedon t a l k  
i n  term s o f  o r d in a t io n  ('Women may no t be o rd a in e d  [ c h e ir o to n e is th a i ] 
under the  age o f  f o r t y ' ) ,  th e  C o u n c il o f  Orange s ta te s  'deaconesses 
shou ld  n o t be in  any way o rd a in e d '.  To q u a l i f y  f o r  the  e le v a t io n  to  
n e a r - c le r ic a l  s ta tu s ,  women were c a r e fu l ly  s c ru t in is e d  to  f u l f i l  c e r ta in  
re q u ire m e n ts ; the y  must be o f  ir re p ro a c h a b le  l i f e ,  known good c h a ra c te r  
and w orks, p o s s ib ly  o n ly  o n ce -m a rr ie d , and once e le v a te d  to  th e  d ig n i t y
o f  deaconess, vowed to  c h a s t i t y  in  the  same way as a nun; ' i f  she ta ke s  
th e  v e i l  and keeps th e  m in is t r y ,  th e n  g ive s  h e r s e lf  in  m a rria g e , to  th e  
in s u l t  o f  G od's g race , she shou ld  be ana them atized  a lo n g  w ith  him who 
m a rr ie d  h e r ' .  There was a ls o ,  as we have seen, an age q u a l i f i c a t io n ;  
however t h is  m ig h t o r m ig h t n o t be r ig o ro u s ly  a p p lie d ,  a t  th e  d is c r e t io n  
o f  th e  b ishop , O lym pias shows th e  a r is t o c r a t i c  f a c i l i t y  f o r  re n d e r in g  
re g u la t io n s  redundan t a g a in  in  t h i s :  'n o tw ith s ta n d in g  he r y o u th ,
N e c ta r iu s  had o rd a in e d  her dea co ne ss .' N e c ta r iu s , i t  i s  w o rth
rem em bering, was f in a n c ia l l y  beholden to  O lym pias; i t  i s  a moot p o in t
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w hether such n o ta b le  p ie ty  as O lym pias d is p la y e d  w ould  have been deemed 
adequate f o r  p rem atu re  e le v a t io n  in  a woman o f  le s s e r  background and 
means. [473
T h e ir  ta s k s  were s p e c i f i c a l l y  'th e  s e rv ic e  o f  women': in  m in is t r y
to  t h e i r  own sex, t h e i r  a u th o r i t y  was p a r a l le l  w ith  th a t  o f  the  deacons.
T h is  w ou ld  com prise  p a s to ra l and l i t u r g i c a l  d u t ie s .  The p a s to ra l s id e
would in c lu d e  s ic k  v i s i t i n g :  'F o r the re , a re  houses where you [ th e
b is h o p ] canno t send th e  deacon to  th e  women's q u a r te rs ,  because o f the
u n b e lie v e rs :  th e re  you w i l l  send the  deaconesses' and 'where C h r is t ia n
women l i v e  in  th e  househo lds o f  u n b e lie v e rs  i t  i s  necessary th a t  i t
shou ld  be th e  deaconess who goes th e re  and v i s i t s  women who are  s i c k ' .
Th^r in s t ru c te d  and p repa red  c a n d id a te s  f o r  bap tism  and ca te ch ism , and
a s s is te d  a t  the  ce rem on ies :
In  many o th e r m a tte rs  b es ides  i t  i s  necessary to  employ the  
deaconess. F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  when women descend in to  the  w a te r 
f o r  bap tism , i t  i s  necessary th a t  those  who thu s  descend 
shou ld  be a n o in te d  w ith  the  o i l  o f  u n c t io n  by the  deaconess.
When no women, and above a l l ,  no deaconesses a re  a v a i la b le ,  
then  i t  i s  in e v i ta b le  th a t  he who perfo rm s the  baptism  shou ld  
a n o in t her who i s  b a p tiz e d
-  th e  m in is te r  w ou ld  n o rm a lly  o n ly  a n o in t th e  head, th e  deaconess h a v in g
the  ta s k  o f  a n o in t in g  the  body o f a woman ca n d id a te . Then
When she who i s  b a p tiz e d  comes o u t o f the  w a te r , th e  deaconess 
s h a ll re c e iv e  h e r , in s t r u c t  h e r , and lo o k  a f t e r  h e r , to  th e  
end th a t  th e  u nb reakab le  sea l o f  baptism  may be im pressed on 
her w ith  p u r i t y  and h o lin e s s .
F u rth e r in  a l l  m a tte rs  th e y  shou ld  be th e  in te rm e d ia ry  between women and
the  c le rg y :  'No woman shou ld  approach the  deacon o r the  b ishop
unaccompanied by th e  d e a co ne ss '. T h e ir  l i t u r g i c a l  fu n c t io n s  and d u t ie s
in  th e  c o n g re g a tio n  were o f te n  those o f  a mere fu n c t io n a ry ;  'The
doorkeepers  shou ld  s tan d  a t  th e  e n t r ie s  f o r  men, th e  deaconesses a t
those  f o r  women, as the  o f f i c i a l s  re s p o n s ib le  f o r  t h e i r  o rd e r ly
movements' and i f  any woman, r ic h  o r poor, i s  w ith o u t  a p la c e , th e
deaconess must f in d  he r one. [4 8 ]
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We have many samples o f  how t h is  would w ork in  p ra c t ic e .  When 
P e la g ia , the  h a r lo t - p e n i te n t  o f  A n tio c h , embarks on he r c o n v e rs io n , the  
deaconess Romana f ig u r e s  la r g e ly  in  her p re p a ra t io n  from  f i r s t  to  la s t .
When P e la g ia  f i r s t  exp resses he r d e s ire  f o r  bap tism  and re p en tan ce , 
Nonnus' f i r s t  a c t i s  to  send James the  Deacon to  th e  b ishop  o f  A n tio c h  
' t o  ask him to  send one o f  h is  deaconesses back w ith  m e ... A t once he 
sen t back w ith  me th e  la d y  Romana, th e  f i r s t  o f  th e  d ea co ne sse s ,' She 
must be p re se n t a t  eve ry  s ta g e : a t  P e la g ia 's  bap tism  '[N o n nu s ] was
g od -p a re n t to  her w ith  th e  la d y  Romana, and the  deaconess re c e iv e d  her 
and to o k  h e r to  the  p lace  o f  the  catechum ens' and su bse q ue n tly  she ta k e s  
com plete  charge o f  th e  new c o n v e r t ;  P e la g ia  i s  tem pted by the  d e v i l 
'tw o  days la t e r  when [s h e ] was a s le e p  in  he r room w ith  the  h o ly  Romana 
her godm other' and when she w ishes to  communicate w ith  her o th e r 
godparen t 'she se n t f o r  h o ly  Nonnus th rough  th e  h o ly  Romana, her 
godm other' ;  when P e la g ia  su b se q ue n tly  d isa pp e a rs , Romana is  a t te s te d  as 
be ing  d is t ra u g h t  w ith  g r i e f  -  perhaps a t  the  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f he r own
d e r e l i c t io n  o f  d u ty  -  u n t i l  co m fo rte d  by Nonnus, who a s s is te d  w ith  her i 
d isappearance . More ev idence  is  gained from  th e  L i f e  B a in t  M a c rin a .
A t th e  death  o f  h is  s is t e r ,  G regory t e l l s  us o f  the  ra th e r  o f f ic io u s  i 
b u s t l in g  o f  'a  la d y  c a l le d  Lampadion, the  le a d e r o f  the group o f
s is te r s ,  a deaconess in  ra n k ' who 'd e c la re d  she knew M a c r in a 's  w ishes 
about b u r ia l  e x a c t ly '  and d ism isse d , w ith  g re a t f i n a l i t y ,  h is  m ild  
su g g e s tio n  th a t  f i n e r  c lo th in g  on th e  body would n o t be w h o lly  am iss.
She to o k  charge o f  the  boc^ and the  p re p a ra tio n s  f o r  b u r ia l  and the  
behav iou r o f th e  s is te r s  a t  th e  ceremony. Sozomen t e l l s  us o f  'a  
deaconess o f  th e  Macedonian s e c t ' ,  one E useb ia , who was the  keeper o f  
th e  m a rty riu m  o f  th e  F o r ty  M a rty rs  in  C o n s ta n tin o p le ; an o f f ic e
M arthana, as we have seen, a ls o  h e ld  c o n jo in t ly  w ith  head ing  he r
community. O lym p ia s ' a u th o r ita t iv e n e s s  as a deaconess was to  a la rg e  
degree id io s y n c r a t ic ;  n o n e th e le s s , be ing  a deaconess is  e v id e n t ly  an 
o f f i c i a l  le g i t im a t io n  o f  some v a lu e , as bugled in  th e  proud t i t l e  o f  her
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V i t a , th e  L i f e  o f  O lym pias th e  Deaooness. The te a c h in g  and m in is t r y  she 
d is p la y s ,  w h ile  ro o te d  in  pe rsona l im po rtance  and in f lu e n c e  a re  
j u s t i f i e d  by her c le r ic a l  d ig n i t y ,  th e  church in  C o n s ta n tin o p le  s e t t in g  
the  o f f i c i a l  se a l on th e  a c tu a l s i t u a t io n  in  m aking h e r 'le a d e r  o f th e  
women' as deaconess o f  th e  c a th e d ra l.  I t  i s  by v i r t u e  o f  t h i s  d ig n i t y  
th a t  she i s  seen to  be 'e n ga g in g  in  much c a te c h iz in g  o f  u n b e lie v in g  
women', f o r  in s ta n c e , and c o n v e r t in g  her househo ld  s e rv a n ts , among a l l  
he r more t y p i c a l l y  a s c e t ic  a c t io n s .  Indeed, C o n s ta n tin o p le  seems to  
have been endowed w ith  a m u lt itu d e  o f deaconesses, s in ce  th e  L i f e  a ls o  
no tes  th a t  John Chrysostom  'a ls o  o rd a in e d  as deaconesses o f  th e  h o ly  
church  her th re e  r e la t iv e s ,  E l is a n th ia ,  M a r ty r ia  and P a l la d ia ' and 
P a lla d iu s  n o te s  in  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  her a ls o  'P e n ta d ia  and P ro c le , th e  
deaconesses '; and a t  A n tio c h , P a lla d iu s  had h im s e lf  met 'th e  deaconess 
S ab in ia na , aun t o f  John [C h rysostom ] th e  b ish op  o f  C o n s ta n tin o p le » .
[4 9 ]
In c re a s in g  numbers o f  deaconesses appear as com b in ing  th e  o f f ic e  
w ith  headsh ip  o f  a community ; i t  seems to  be O lym p ia s ' most p reem inen t 
fu n c t io n ,  s in c e  th e  enc losed  q u a l i t y  o f her l i f e  i s  s tre s s e d  ra th e r  than  
the  p u b lic  s e rv ic e  to  th e  church th a t  the  A p o s to lic  Canons and
C o n s t i tu t io n s  le a d  us to  expec t o f  the  deaconesses. Once deaconess, she
b u i l t  a m onastery sou th  o f  the  c a th e d ra l and had c o n s tru c te d  'a  pa th  
from  th e  m onastery up to  th e  n a rth e x  o f  the  h o ly  c h u rc h ';  bu t though her 
com m unities thus  had a l i e n  on the  church , 'no one from  th e  o u ts id e  was 
p e rm itte d  to  come upon them, th e  o n ly  e x c e p tio n  be ing  th e  most h o ly
p a t r ia r c h  J o h n '.  M arthana and Lampadion, f u r t h e r  exam ples, we have 
a lre a d y  looked  a t ;  P a lla d iu s  has a p ass ing  re fe re n c e  a ls o  to  'th e  
deaconess in  charge o f  a s is te rh o o d ' in  a convent in t o  whose charge a 
c le r i c  u n ju s t ly  accused o f  seduc ing  a v i r g in  g iv e s  h e r, to  s u p p o rt her 
u n t i l  her la b o u r .  In  t h i s  in s ta n c e  the  deaconess is  com b in ing  e n c lo s u re  
w ith  s e rv ic e  to  th e  church in  th e  community. F u r th e r ,  when J u s ta , th e
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p io us  v i r g in  in  th e  h ig h ly  su spec t Martyrdom S t. Cy p r ia n , goes to  be 
honoured by th e  fo rm e r m a g ic ia n  tu rn e d  b ishop  f o r  her p a r t  in  h is  
c o n v e rs io n , 'h o n o u rin g  h e r w ith  the  deaoonship and chang ing  her name 
from  J u s ta  to  J u s t in a ,  th e  b la m e less , he made her the  m other o f  a l l  the  t  
te n d e r g i r l s  who were handmaids o f  the  g re a t God. ' However d o u b tfu l the  
fa c ts ,  i t  i s  i l l u s t r a t i v e  th a t  t h i s  was in c re a s in g ly  what was expected  
o f  deaconesses. N ic a re te ,  a ls o  from  C hrysostom 's c i r c le  a p p a re n tly  
'w ou ld  n o t accep t th e  o f f ic e  o f  deaconess nor o f  in s t r u c t r e s s  o f  the  
v i r g in s  co nse cra ted  to  th e  s e rv ic e  o f  the  church , because she accounted 
h e r s e l f  unw orthy, a lth o u g h  th e  honour was pressed upon her by J o h n '.  
E v id e n t ly  the  two go to g e th e r  as w ith  O lym pias and her r e la t iv e s .  What 
i s  a ls o  e v id e n t i s  th e  h o n o r i f ic  q u a l i t y  th a t  i s  a tta c h e d  to  i t ,  th e  
im p l ic a t io n  i s  a lm ost th a t  John w ishes N ic a re te  to  have th e  s ig n a l 
honour as a com plim ent to  her l i f e ,  and her a t t i t u d e  is  much l i k e  th a t  
o f  a l l  the  c le r ic s  we read o f  who were b ro ug h t, suprem ely r e lu c ta n t ,  to  
c le r ic a l  honours, and seme o f whom once co nse cra ted , l i k e  G regory o f  
Nyssa, f e l t  unab le  to  p e rfo rm  the  d u t ie s  and re t re a te d  a g a in  to  
o b s c u r ity .  There is  som eth ing  o f  t h i s  in  th e  way a ls o  E g e ria  notes 
M a rth a n a 's  'fa m e ' th ro u g h o u t th e  w o r ld ;  and P a lla d iu s  a s s e r ts  S a b in ia n a  
to  have been 'v e n e ra b le ' -  though presum ably b e in g  th e  aun t o f  John 
Chrysostom would have he lpe d  w ith  th a t .
There seems to  be n o t a l i t t l e  kudos a tta c h e d  to  th e  d ig n i t y :  
a lth o u g h  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  t e l l  e x a c t ly  how much was due to  the  o f f ic e  
and how much to  p e rsona l fame when most o f our examples were c e le b ra te d  
in  t h e i r  own r ig h t  -  and indeed  t h e i r  pe rsona l i l lu s t r io u s n e s s  may have 
swamped th a t  o f  th e  o f f ic e .  However, t h is  ra re  example o f  an o f f i c e  fo r  
women is  r e la t i v e l y  s h o r t - l iv e d ,  qua o f f i c e ;  never r e a l l y  a c h ie v in g  
r e s p e c ta b i l i t y  in  th e  West on i t s  own terras, by th e  5 th  c e n tu ry  the  
deaconesses in  th e  E as t, o rd a in e d  though t h ^  w ere , were m o s tly  
com b in ing  th e  honour w ith  community r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ,  o f  n e c e s s ity
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l im i t i n g  t h e i r  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  a u th o r ity  w i t h in  th e  g e n e ra l i ty  o f  th e  
ch u rch ; t h e i r  m in is t r y  and c h ie f  p r iv i le g e s  were in  th e  M id d le  Ages 
in h e r i te d  by th e  nuns: tho se  in h e r i t in g  th e  m an tle  o f  the  fem a le  O rders
which saw women o f  th e  4 th  and 5 th  c e n tu r ie s  e x e rc is e  so much power, bu t 
w hich c r y s ta l l is e d  i t s  l im i t a t io n s ,  [5 0 ]
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C o n s ta n tin e , h e ld  o u t new p rom ise ; and women were n o t behindhand in  
se ek ing  e s ta b lis h e d  r o le s .  In  t h i s  p rocess, women devotees o f  h ig h e r 
s e c u la r s ta tu s  were fo r g in g  the  way, and t h e i r  im po rtance  n e c e s s ita te d  a 
re c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  th e  r h e to r ic  addressed to  th e  fem a le  c o n d it io n .  One 
o f  the  p rim a ry  d isa dva n ta g es  under w h ich  women la b ou re d  was th a t  
'because you d e s tro ye d  G od 's  image, m an', women 'd e se rve  to  be ju d ^ d  ty  
men*. M an's judgem ent on t h e i r  in te g r a l  n a tu re  was in d is s o lu b ly  l in k e d  
to  th e  body, and t h i s  had been advanced as t h e i r  h is t o r ic a l  d e s t in y  
s in ce  a t  the  o u ts e t th e y  had tem pted the  f a l l e n  ang e ls  t o  l u s t :  'th o s e
a ng e ls  who rushed fro m  heaven on th e  daugh te rs  o f  men; so th a t  t h i s  
shame a lso  a tta c h e s  to  women' ( te m p ta t io n , as we have seen, be ing  the  
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f  th e  te m p tin g  p a r ty ) ,  and 'w ere  thus e n s la v e d . ' But i f  
s u f f i c i e n t l y  p io u s , the y  were e xh o rte d  th a t  they  had the  p o t e n t ia l i t y  to  
a t t a in  ' t h a t  se lf-s a m e  a n g e lic  n a tu re  as a rew ard , th e  se lf-sa m e  sex as 
m en '; as w r i t t e n  by men, the  rew ard  fo r  be ing  a v ir tu o u s  fem ale  was seen 
as n e g a tio n  o f  her o r ig in a l  a b je c t  n a tu re . [ 1 ]
To a t t a in  t h i s  q u a s i-m a s c u lin e  s ta te ,  'Women must seek wisdom l i k e  
men' s a id  e a r ly  Church te a c h e rs , a d o p tin g  and a d a p tin g  n e o -P la to n is t  
adv ice  such as, 'Do no t c o n s id e r y o u r s e lf  as a woman; I  am no t a tta c h e d  
to  you as a woman. F le e  a l l  th a t  is  e ffe m in a te  in  th e  sou l as i f  you 
had taken  a m an's b o d y '. Such a c o n d it io n  m ig h t be imposed e x te r n a l ly :  
S is in n iu s  was n o te w o rth y  f o r  b e a rin g  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  f o r  h a v in g  
curbed the  m a scu lin e  lu s t s  and th e  fe m in in e  e lem ents o f  women in  h is  
community 'so  in  C h r is t  Jesus th e re  is  n e ith e r  man nor woman'. O the rs  
used t h e i r  a b i l i t i e s  to  de -sex  them se lves, in d u c in g  w r i te r s  to  assess 
t h e i r  p o te n t ia l in  le s s  th e o lo g ic a l te rm s: f o r  such as A u g u s tin e , who
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knew many, in  re a l term s th e  Church i s  'th e  s tro n g  woman' and ' i t  would 
n o t be decent f o r  us to  speak o f  a n o th e r woman', f o r  some o f  the  women 
o f  h is  acqua in tance  obeyed f o r  them se lves the  command to  r i d  them se lves 
o f  th e  'n a tu r e ' w h ich  equated w ith  t h e i r  sex. [ 2 ]
In  f a c t ,  we have example a f t e r  example o f women applauded f o r  t h i s  
c a p a c ity ;  the  s t r i k i n g  th in g  about the  re p o r ts  o f p io us  women o f  th e  4 th  
c e n tu ry  is  how u n ifo rm ly  t h e i r  v i r t u e  is  judged in  th e  c o n te x t o f  t h e i r  
sex ra th e r  than  s e t in  a background o f C h r is t ia n  ach ievem ents in  
g e n e ra l. When 4 th  c e n tu ry  church  w r i te r s  co ns ide re d  th e  v ir tu o u s  woman 
they  would in v a r ia b ly  r e f e r  to  her sex, o n ly  to  s e t he r a p a r t  from  i t .  
What is  more s t a r t l i n g  i s  q u i te  how many w r i te r s  were eager to  re p o r t
t h is  phenomenon and w ith  what s im i la r i t y  the y  accord  women the
com plim ent o f  be ing  'm a n ly '.
P e rc e p tio n s  o f  s t r u g g le ;  e sca p in g  th e  fe m in in e  v ia  th e  m ascu line
There were more ways tha n  one to  reach th is  p la te a u  above 'n a tu r e '.  
Some women reached the  goal by 'm a s c u lin e ' means: i . e . ,  by d i r e c t
a c t io n ,  by ' f i g h t i n g ' .  Those w r i te r s  who to o k  a p o s i t iv e  l in e  about 
women's c a p a c it ie s  o f te n  s tre s s e d  th a t  the  n a tu re  became equal because 
so o f te n  th e  w ork was: w itn e s s  th e  pugnacious words o f  P a lla d iu s  who
says he in te n d s  to  re c o rd  what he knew o f  mary such exem ple, 'c e r t a in  
women w ith  manly q u a l i t ie s  to  whom God a p p o rtio n e d  la b o u rs  equa l to
those o f  men, le s t  any shou ld  p re tend  th a t  women a re  to o  fe e b le  to
p ra c t is e  v i r t u e  p e r f e c t l y ' .  The examples a re  many. Such a one was 
M e lan ia  th e  E ld e r ;  'What a woman she is ,  i f  one can c a l l  so manly a 
C h r is t ia n  a woman I ' ’ . . . a  s o ld ie r  f o r  C h r is t . . . though o f  the  weaker s e x ' 
she 'lo w e re d  h e r s e lf  to  p ra c t is e  h u m il i t y ,  so th a t  as a s tro n g  member o f  
a weaker sex, she co u ld  censure  in d o le n t  m en .' 'M e la n ia , a p e r fe c t  woman 
in  C h r is t ,  y e t r e ta in in g  u n a ffe c te d  the  courage o f he r manly s p i r i t . ' 
Most e x p l i c i t l y ,  she was 'He a n th ro po s  to u  deou -  th e  fem ale-m an o f
-  219 -
God’ . Thus a ls o  o f  M a o rin a : ' I t  was a woman who p ro v id e d  us w ith  our
s u b je c t ;  i f  indeed  she co u ld  be s ty le d  woman, f o r  I  d o n ’ t  know i f  i t  i s  
a p p ro p r ia te  to  c a l l  her by her sex who so surpassed her s e x . ’ And 
O lym pias; 'n o t  a woman bu t an a n th ro p o s ':  'a  manly c re a tu re ;  a man in
e v e ry th in g  bu t b o d y '.  And Nonna; 'd is p la y in g  i n  fem a le  form  the  s p i r i t  
o f  a m an '; 'a  woman in  body, yes , b u t in  c h a ra c te r  she e c lip s e d  any 
m an '. And M e la n ia  th e  Younger, in  what was s a id  to  have been the  re p o r t  
o f  the  Empress Serena, was 'g iv in g  évidence to  a l l . . . t h a t  the  fem ale  sex 
does no t y ie ld  in  a n y th in g  to  th e  male sex in  m a tte rs  co n ce rn in g  th e  
v i r t u e  g ive n  by G o d '. [31
Some were accorded  t h i s  s ta tu s  f o r  s p e c i f ic  m anly q u a l i t ie s ;  in  
the  case o f  P au la , 'h e r  endurance [ i n  a s c e s is l  was s c a rc e ly  c re d ib le  in
a woman' who was ' f o r g e t f u l  o f  sex and w eakness '. Monica was manly in
re a c h in g  the  mark o f  p h ilo s o p h y , though she reached i t  by 'fe m in in e ' 
means -  her in n a te  q u a l i t ie s  o f  f a i t h  ra th e r  than  t r a in in g ,  w h ile  the  
men around h e r must s t ru g g le  f o r  the goa l by re a son ; 'we, f o r g e t f u l  
c o m p le te ly  o f her sex, b e lie v e d  some g re a t man was seated  w ith  u s . ' In  
t h is  she i s  l i k e  the  u n le t te re d  o ld  men o f  the  d e s e rt whom the  le a rn e d  
A rse n ius co ns ide re d  had ta u g h t him h is  ABC. These examples were a l l  
pronounced on by men; b u t women a ls o  acknowledged t h is  as a goa l and 
m ig h t adjudge them se lves w o rth y  o f  i t .  Sarah i s  re p o r te d  as s a y in g  i t
f o r  h e r s e l f ;  'A c c o rd in g  to  n a tu re  I  am a woman, but n o t a c c o rd in g  to  my
th o u g h ts . ' [ 4 ]
Women's 'm a n ly ' a c t io n s  a f fe c te d  th e  men around them. T h is  m ig h t 
be by c o o p e ra tio n ; the  d e -s e x in g  e f fe c t  co u ld  be worked o u t in  
c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  a good enough man, by s h a r in g  a v o c a t io n ,  o r re fu s in g  
to  share a bed, o r b o th . A cco rd in g  to  P a u lin u s  o f  N o la , B assu la  and her 
s o n - in - la w  Severus were 'an im a ted  by a s in g le  v o c a t io n  and f a i t h  w hich 
b r in g s  you to g e th e r  in to  a p e r fe c t  man and em p ties  you o f  you r s e x '.  
P a u lin u s  h im s e lf  had in  T h e ra s ia , 'a  w ife  who does n o t b r in g  her husband
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to  e ffe m in a cy  bu t by u n io n  w ith  him is  b rough t h e r s e lf  to  share th e
s tre n g th  o f  h is  n a t u r e W r i t i n g  to  h is  f r ie n d s  th a t  Amanda 'does n o t
b r in g  her husband [A p e r] to  e ffe m in a c y ' P au lin u s  echoed the  com plim ent 
made to  h is  own w ife ,  Jerome co ns ide re d  Theodora, 'once [ L u c in iu s ' ]  
w ife ,  now a s i s t e r ;  once a woman, now a man; once an i n f e r i o r ,  now an 
e q u a l' whose husband 're s o lv e d  to  t r e a t  you even on e a r th  as a s is t e r ,  
o r , indeed , I  may say, as a b ro th e r ,  f o r  d if fe re n c e  o f  sex, w h ile  
e s s e n t ia l t o  m a rr ia g e , i s  no t so to  a c o n t in e n t t i e ' .  [53
More c o n te n t io u s ly ,  a d o p tin g  t h i s  id e a l m igh t cu lm in a te  in  p ious
women re p re s e n t in g  the  m a scu line  to  t h e i r  m e n fo lk ; the  m a scu lin e  in
p a t r i s t i c  te rm in o lo g y  by in fe re n c e  be ing  th e  v ir tu o u s ,  i f  the  woman was
more v ir tu o u s ,  th e re fo re  she was more manly tha n  th e  men. A r te m is ia  was 
p laced  in  t h i s  p o s i t io n  ove r R u s t ic u s ; 'S o u ls  a re  o f  no sex ; th e re fo re  
I  may f a i r l y  c a l l  you r so u l the  daugh te r o f  h e r s . ' Mary o f  E gyp t, th a t  
v e te ra n  h a r lo t ,  f o r  her n a tu ra l and in h e re n t g i f t s  o f  f a i t h ,  ta k in g  no 
account o f  he r sex, o r  he r p a s t, was by th e  'p e r fe c t  monk' Zossim us
a l lo t t e d  th e  m a scu line  r o le  o f te a c h in g  h im : ' I t  i s  p la in  above a l l
th a t  grace is  g iv e n  to  you s in c e  you c a lle d  me by name and re co g n ize d  me 
as a p r ie s t  though you have never seen me b e fo re . S ince grace is
re co gn ize d  n o t ty  o f f ic e  bu t by g i f t s  o f the  s p i r i t ,  b le s s  me, f o r  G od 's 
sake, and pray fo r  me o u t o f  the  k indness  o f  your h e a r t , ' G orgon ia  co u ld  
re v e rs e  the  n a tu ra l o rd e r o f  th in g s  so co m p le te ly  th a t  she was h e ld  to  
re p re s e n t th e  Im g P  jd é l, ra th e r  th a n  her u np ro m is in g  husband; 'h e r 
n o b i l i t y  c o n s is te d  in  the  p re s e rv a t io n  o f  th e  image and the  p e r fe c t  
l ik e n e s s  o f  th e  A rch e typ e , ' [6 ]
Perceptions of submission: working through the feminine
Some women, however, were not in  a p o s i t io n  to  e x e rc is e  the  o p t io n  
f o r  p o s i t iv e  a c t io n .  For women to  embark on the  s tru g g le  as a 's o ld ie r  
o f  C h r is t '  presupposed a fo r tu n a te  enough background to  endow her w ith
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th e  re p u te  f o r  a 'good l i f e ' :  seen a g a in  in  sexua l te rm s, to  have
'known o n ly  one man' and d e a lt  f a i t h f u l l y  w ith  him and her c h i ld re n ,  i f  
any. Many women 'd id  n o t e x e rc is e  t h e i r  own o p t io n s  in  these  m a tte rs . 
Concubines and p rob rosae  w ou ld  have been in  a d i f f i c u l t  s i t u a t io n  w ith  
re g a rd  to  these s o r t  o f re q u ire m e n ts ; many women came to  th e  id e a l la t e  
i n  l i f e  w ith  v a r ie d  h is t o r ie s  o f  w h ich  to  re p e n t. These women co u ld  no t 
escape t h e i r  t i e  to  the  sexua l by d i r e c t ly  deny ing  i t :  so they became
in s te a d  even more 'fe m a le ',  in  th e  a b je c t meekness o f  t h e i r  w o rsh ip . 
They proved new th in g s  about fe m in in i t y  by a c c e p tin g  w ith  com plete  
p a s s iv i t y  i t s  in n a te  s u b je c t io n  and be ing  subm iss ive  to  i t s  burdens; 
then  tu r n in g  these  to  advantage. They wept so th a t  the  male monks 
e n v ie d  them t h e i r  te a rs ,  s ig n i f y in g  as they d id  th e  c a p a c ity  f o r  the  
com plete n e g a tio n  o f  s e l f  th e  m ales seemed unab le  to  a t t a in ;  and 'became 
p regnan t w ith  th e  H o ly  S p i r i t ' ,  an a cce p ta b le  re v e rs a l o f  te rm in o lo g y . 
In  so d o in g  th e y  a re  p laced  in  a p o s i t io n  from  w h ich  the  men can le a rn  
from  them.
The id e a  is  most c le a r ly  s ta te d  in  a no the r ta le  from  P a lla d iu s  o f  
an anonymous v i r g in ,  who s inned and became p re gn a n t. T h is  is  a ra th e r  
d a rk  ta le ,  in  w h ich  her powers o f  pen ite nce  a re  m a n ife s t in  p ra y in g  f o r  
-  and o b ta in in g  -  th e  death  o f  he r baby, 'th e  f r u i t  o f  my s in ,  w h ich  I  
canno t b e a r ':  a f t e r  w h ich  she re c e iv e d  a v is io n  th a t  's o -a n d -s o  has
p leased  me more in  he r penance tha n  in  he r v i r g i n i t y ' .  Paesia  had bu t 
one s h o r t hour o f repen tance  p e rm itte d  h e r, and y e t  t h i s  was undergone 
in  such a p e r fe c t  s p i r i t  th a t  John the  Dwarf heard  th e  judgem ent o f  God 
about h e r : 'One s in g le  hour o f  repentance has b ro ug h t her more th a n  th e
p en ite nce  o f  many who pe rseve re  w ith o u t show ing such fe rv o u r  in  
re p e n ta n c e . ' These 'm a n y ', presum ably, because o f  t h e i r  good l i f e  and 
la c k  o f  a chequered c a re e r w ith  w h ich  these  women a re  endowed w ould  f in d  
i t  hard  to  be q u i te  so g e n u in e ly  subsumed w ith  remorse -  sm a ll wonder 
the  monks so e n v ie d  th e  women t h e i r  te a rs  -  t h e i r  'le g a c y  o f  E v e '. The
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id e a  was c a r r ie d  to  extrem es by A lexand ra  th e  m a id -s e rv a n t and Maryana, 
who d is p la y e d  com p le te  p a s s iv i t y  in  a c c e p tin g  s in s  w h ich  they had no t 
com m itted -  n o t a l l  the  d e s e rt monks even ach ieved  t h i s ;  we have s to r ie s  
in  about equal numbers o f  monks j u s t i f y i n g  them se lves o r d is p ro v in g  
a c c u s a tio n s  and monks a c c e p tin g  th e  in fam y o f a w ro n g fu l a c c u s a tio n , the  
l a t t e r  be ing  p ro b a b ly  more adm ired. Maryana ach ieved  th e  u lt im a te  in  
a b je c tn e s s  in  h a v in g  he r in fam y d is p ro v e d  o n ly  in  dea th  (m ost monks in  
t h i s  k in d  o f  t a le  were proved in n o ce n t in  tim e  to  reap  th e  b e n e f i ts )  
w h ile  A lexand ra  devo ted  h e r l i f e  to  the  e x p ia t io n  o f  her p o te n t ia l  g u i l t  
f o r  a crim e th a t  had n o t even happened. [7 ]
Perceptions of the fight and i t s  consequences '
Those who d id  f i g h t  pursued the  s tru g g le  in  much the  same term s as
th e  men: th e  b a t t le  a g a in s t lu s t ,  f o r  in s ta n c e , was, in  th e  d e s e rt
m e n ta l i ty ,  accounted a g re a t p r iv i le g e  and the  s ig n  o f  a s tro n g e r n a tu re  
tow ards a p o te n t ia l ly  g re a te r  rew ard , as w itn e s s  Abba A p o l lo 's  judgem ent 
on a monk succum bing th a t  'you  a re  n o t deemed w o rth y  f o r  the  f i g h t ' .  In  
t h i s  women were n o t behindhand. Sarah ' f o r  13 ye a rs  waged w a r fa re  
a g a in s t the  demons o f  f o r n ic a t io n '  in  an im m a cu la te ly  c o r re c t  manner: 
'she  never once prayed th a t  th e  w a rfa re  m ig h t cease bu t sa id  "0 God, 
g iv e  me s t r e n g th " ' .  The same was re co rd ed  o f an anonymous 'a n c h o r i te '
who re la te d  'h im s e l f  to  have been 'in h um an ly  tem pted by f o r n ic a t io n '
c o n t in u in g  r ig h t  up u n t i l  the  moment o f  'h i s '  d ea th : b u r ie d  by the
s e c u la rs  who had gone to  v i s i t  h im , they  d isco ve re d  th e  body was th a t  o f  
a woman. Mary o f  E gyp t, who e v id e n t ly  knew more o f  what she was 
m is s in g , prayed to  her m entor, th e  V ir g in  Mary, f o r  re le a s e  from  
'th o u g h ts  th a t  w ould push me in to  h a r lo t r y  a g a in ';  and more w i s t f u l l y  
confessed th a t  th ro u g h o u t her fo r ty -s e v e n  ye a rs  in  th e  d e s e r t ,  one o f 
her g re a te s t te m p ta tio n s  had been a lo n g in g  f o r  w ine and 'lew d  s o n g s '. 
[ 8]
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They a ls o  fo u g h t t h e i r  f i g h t  a g a in s t men, e q u a lly  p o s i t i v e ly .  
Sarah ta lk e d  o f  th e  sheer f u t i l i t y  o f s t r u g g l in g  c o n s ta n t ly  f o r  male 
a p p ro v a l, w h ich  we have seen he r n o ta b ly  s h o r t o f :  ' i f  I  prayed th a t
a l l  men shou ld  approve my co nd u c t, I  shou ld  f in d  m y s e lf a p e n ite n t a t  
the  door o f e a ch ' -  l i k e  th e  s u p p lia n ts  noted above. T h is  may be
sym ptom atic th a t  many o f  th e  monks th o u g h t a l l  women shou ld  s t r iv e  o n ly
in  t h i s  aba s in g  way; b u t Sarah knew o f  two ways to  f i g h t  t h is  b a t t le ,
and regarded  su p p lia n c e  tow ards her mere male c o lle a g u e s  as a waste o f •
t im e  -  ' I  s h a l l r a th e r  pray th a t  my h e a rt may be pu re  tow ards a l l '  as 
th e  re a l c ru x  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  l i f e .  And w ith o u t trem or she c o n fro n te d  
P aphnutius w ith  n o t h a v in g  done th e  w i l l  o f  God in  ' l e t t i n g  yo u r b ro th e r 
be r e v i le d ' .  P e la g ia  reached o u t and se ize d  Nonnus by the  conscience in
d i r e c t l y  c o n f ro n ta t io n a l te rm s , n o t a t  a l l  in  the  a b je c t  manner p rope r
]in  a woman o f  her s t a t io n  a pp ro a ch in g  a b ishop  f o r  s a lv a t io n ;  'u n le s s  I
']you g ive  me r e b i r t h  as a b r id e  o f  C h r is t ,  and p re se n t me to  God, you are
Ino b e t te r  than  an a p o s ta te  and an id o la t e r '  -  a t  w h ich  ' a l l  the  b ishops | 
were amazed, never h a v in g  seen such d e s ire  f o r  s a lv a t io n ' .  [93
But some women fo u g h t male c le r ic s  no t by f i g h t in g  bu t by a p p ly in g  
th e  m a le s ' own lo g ic  to  tu r n  th e  ta b le s ,  sometimes to  teach  them, 
sometimes s im p ly  t o  w ro n g fo o t them. Not a l l  s u b m itte d  to  th e  male 
c o n c lu s io n s  o f  th e  l i n k  between fem aleness and p h y s ic a l i t y .  The school 
o f  though t th a t  t o ld  women to  a vo id  be ing  seen in  o rd e r no t to  p ro v id e  
te m p ta t io n  co u ld  be co un te red  by the  o b s e rv a tio n  o f  an amma secure in  
her own s e lf-k n o w le d g e  to  a monk se d u lo u s ly  a v o id in g  se e ing  he r nuns;
' i f  you were a p ro pe r monk you would no t have even n o tic e d  we were 
women.' Ephraim s im i la r ly  le a rn e d  a t  the  in s ta n c e  o f a woman, and she 
n o t even a nun, when a h a r lo t  r e in fo r c e s  the  concept o f imago d e i so as
to  g iv e  him th e  le s s o n  from  H o ly S c r ip tu re  f o r  w h ich  he had p rayed : ' I t
i s  n a tu ra l th a t  I  shou ld  lo o k  a t  you s in ce  I  was form ed o u t o f  yo u ; bu t
as f o r  you, you have no reason  to  lo o k  a t me, f o r  i t  was th e  e a r th  from
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w hich you were form ed and i t  i s  on th a t  th a t  yo u r eyes shou ld  be f i x e d , ' 
Nor was i t  o n ly  women who to o k  the  a t t i t u d e  th a t  th e  anti-w om en s tance  
co u ld  be overdone. John C assian  t o ld  o f  P au l, a monk who made a v i r t u e  
o f  e x a g g e ra te d ly  a v o id in g  women, to  the  e x te n t o f  ru n n in g  away from  
them, t i l l  e v e n tu a lly  he had a s tro k e  and had to  end h is  days in  a 
nunnery be ing  cared f o r  by them; th e  i l lu m in a t in g  th in g  be ing  th a t  t h is  
was e v id e n t ly  seen by h is  c o lle a g u e s  in  th e  l i g h t  o f a le s s o n  to  h is  
o v e r -s c ru p u lo s ity .  [1 0 ]
U lt im a te ly :  how co u ld  one be fe m in in e  and s a n c t if ie d ?
Women in  th e  4 th  c e n tu ry  were a s to n is h in g ly  fo r c e fu l  and 
i n f l u e n t ia l ,  so much so as to  o b ta in  from  c r i t i c a l  male sources a l l  the  
acco lades noted above: w e l l  has i t  been s a id  'th e  enthusiasm  w ith  which
they to o k  to  the  a s c e t ic  l i f e ,  t h e i r  repugnance f o r  sexua l r e la t io n s  
w i t h in  a m a rria g e  w h ich  had been fo rc e d  on them and th e  chance to  be 
re co g n ize d  in  a way o f  l i f e  in  w h ich  they cou ld  be m en's equa ls  made the  
women o f  th e  Em pire one o f  th e  p r in c ip a l  fo rc e s  in  th e  t ra n s fo rm a t io n  o f  
the  a n c ie n t w o r ld ' [A l in e  R o u s s e lle ] .  And y e t i t  has a lso  been s a id  o f  
th e  la t e  p e r io d , 'th e r e  was no concept o f  fe m in in e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  as 
s u c h '.  [B e n e d ic ta  W ard ], Which c o n ta in s  more t r u th ?  [1 1 ]
U n q u e s tio n a b ly , what women d id  a lte r e d  s o c ie ty :  they  were p ow erfu l
movers and shake rs . And y e t ,  d e s p ite  a l l  the  examples o f these  p o w e rfu l 
women above, and in  p re v io u s  c h a p te rs ; d e s p ite  acco lades such as 
'man-woman o f  G o d '; d e s p ite  women who were reckoned exempla  to  a l l ,  n o t 
ju s t  to  t h e i r  sex ; d e s p ite  a c a p a c ity  f o r  te a c h in g  even h o ly  men and th e  
men f r a n k ly  a d m it t in g  th a t  t h is  was so, n o t le a s t  by t h e i r  te a rs  and 
c a p a c ity  f o r  p e n ite n c e ; d e s p ite  the  male monks' c o n c lu s io n  th a t  they 
co u ld  and shou ld  le a r n  from  the  fe m in in e  example, because u l t im a te ly  a l l  
s o u ls  were fe m in in e  ( i . e .  s u p p lic a to ry )  b e fo re  God: d e s p ite  a l l  these
c o n s id e ra t io n s , fe m in in e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  was n o t a d m itte d  as a r e a l i s t i c
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concept in  the  eyes o f  the  p a t r i s t i c  a u th o rs  -  th e  g ua rd ia ns  o f  th e  
p e rc e p tio n s  o f  th e  Church, To th e  fa th e rs ,  women rem ained
'h e a r th -k e e p e rs  o r h a r lo t s ' :  the  c o n s ta n t r e - i t e r a t io n  o f  the  id e a  th a t
'so  h o ly  was she th a t  she was more man tha n  woman' in  f a c t  o n ly  se rves 
to  r e in fo r c e  t h i s .  The p re v a le n t te n e t o f  p a t r i s t i c  tho u gh t w ith  re g a rd  
to  women s a id  th a t  anyone th a t  h o ly  co u ld  no t be a woman: every one o f
th e  many who a ch ieve d  fame th rough  p ie ty  was h e ld  to  's u rp a ss  her s e x ' -  
neve r, i t  shou ld  be n o te d , to  e le v a te  the  e x p e c ta t io n s  h e ld  o f he r sex. 
The e x te n s io n  o f  t h i s  th in k in g  was th a t  however many o f t h i s  k in d  o f  
woman th e re  w ere, th e y  w ould never be take n  as re p re s e n ta t iv e ,  a lways as 
s u p e r io r .  There i s  a D e se rt t a le  th a t  g iv e s  t h i s  s u b - te x t more c le a r ly  
than  m ost; M aca rius  was p resen ted  w ith  a young g i r l  to  hea l whose f le s h  
was a l l  ea ten  away w ith  d isease  and worms. He hea led  her w ith o u t 
d i f f i c u l t y :  'b u t  in  such a way th a t  no fe m in in i t y  showed in  h e r fo rm ,
no fe m in in e  p a r ts  were app a re n t so th a t  in  a l l  her c o n ta c t w ith  men she 
never b e g u ile d  them w ith  womanly d e c e i t s ' [1 2 ]  -  the  p e r fe c t  woman from  
th e  c le r ic a l  v ie w p o in t .  The c le a r  in fe re n c e  is  th a t  'womanly p a r ts '  a re  
in s e p a ra b le  fro m  'womanly d e c e i t s ' ;  the  mere possess ion  o f  them
d is q u a l i f ie s  from  th e  u lt im a te  in  p ie ty .  W hatever was s a id  o f  women, 
they  co u ld  n o t t r u l y  'tra n s c e n d  gender d i f fe r e n c e s ' [W ard ] o r
'c o n s t i tu te  a " t h i r d  s e x " ' [C la r k ] ;  the y  co u ld  o n ly  d is g u is e  th e  sex 
they had, e i th e r  a c t iv e ly ,  in  assum ing the  outw ard  h a b it  and d is g u is e  o f  
a man, o r by assum ing inw a rd  'm a le ' h a b its  o f  d e te rm in a t io n  in  p ie ty  to  
be w r i t t e n  up as h a v in g  thus  d is g u is e d  the  m a s c u lin ity  o f  t h e i r  s o u ls  -  
b e ing , th e re fo re ,  'a  man' d e s p ite  a l l  appearances. S a in t ly  women o f  the  
fo u r th  c e n tu ry  m ig h t be a b le  to  change the  d is p o s i t io n  o f  the  em p ire , 
but they co u ld  n o t a l t e r  th e  d is p o s it io n s  o f  the  Church F a th e rs , [ 13 ]
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